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The Call 


Author's Notes: 

Ah, so it begins, y'all. Part Il! Written from Slash's perspective, we pick up in May of 1994, Duff's hospitalization 
There is no smut to be had here, no fuzzy softness you've probably come to know and love. Not for this 
part..well, towards the end, but not for these first few chapters. This.. totally didn't cry while 
writing/imagining/editing this, nope! | certainly didn't wail in despair, "What have | done to my beautiful babies?!" 
Nah, those're..those're just baby hormones. Enjoy! 


It was fifteen minutes after noon when | got the call 
"Hello?" 

"Hey, Slash? This is Andy.Duff's friend from Seattle" 

It was just a somewhat normal day back in LA. for me, starting off with a half-empty, strong drink in my 


hand and Maximus curled up beside my hip as | sat on the couch and flipped mindlessly through boring 


channels on the tv, searching for something to occupy my increasingly-numbed mind with. 


Things had been rough lately and | had to force myself to do something, anything, to occupy my time so that | 
wouldn't think about what happened. It was a long, dreadful story, and | didn't care much to think about it if | 
could help it. 


It was bad enough | wasn't staying in the house I'd considered mine since 1981. Seven years Id lived with Duff 


at his place, and it wasn't lost on me how alone and unfamiliar the house in my name felt. 


Though technically mine, it wasn't a home. It was a zoo. A place for all my snakes, reptiles, and the like. | barely 
had food, a phone, and the bed was hardly slept in. | was in an alien world that should've felt familiar, but was 


completely foreign to me. 


| lit a cigarette, inhaling heavily, wondering why Andy'd called me. | knew Duff was up in Seattle at our lake 


house though we hadn't talked or interacted much at all since our..falling out. 


I'd spent a lot of time locked inside my house with my snakes and Maximus since Sassy had died years before 
from feline leukemia, drinking way too fucking much and having a hell of a hard time ignoring the phone that 


seemed to constantly be ringing. 


It was Duff. Always Duff. Begging, pleading, so upset and shitfaced that he could barely talk, and it got to the 


point where | just couldn't take it anymore, but something about it felt different this time, so | answered. 


Though | had a strange feeling in my gut | was still pretty cheery as | put on my face, or voice, be that as it 


may, to speak with Andy. "Hey, man, what's goin’ on? Haven't heard from you in a while!" 


Andy sounded completely stressed and exhausted, and he sighed wearily as he told me, "I was gonna call you 
last night, but by the time | went to the house and found your number it was almost six in the morning and | 


didn't want to disturb you. l'm used to calling Duff's place." 


He tensely paused, his voice strained when he resumed, "But I.! just got back from the hospital with him. | had 
to take him in yesterday and it.it doesn't look good" 


My smile abruptly faded from my lips as my face went slack with shock. My heart immediately froze. My 
chest tightened like | was having a heart attack and my smoke dropped from my limp fingers, burning a hole in 


the couch and | didn't give one fuckin’ shit about it. 


My world stopped turning, standing still in an instant with his words. | clutched the receiver in my trembling 
hand, shaking it violently, my voice escalating from a disbelieving whisper to yell of desperation as | nearly 


yelled in my panic, "What do you mean, Andy? What happened? What happened?!" 


His voice sounded as agorized as | felt, "I stopped by his house to check on him and | thought he wasn't home, 
but | saw his wallet in the kitchen and thought I'd check upstairs. You know he hasn't been doing good since..you 
know..." 


| dragged a claw-like hand over my face, burning, unstoppable guilt and fear stabbing my heart as | fought 


unsuccessfully to suppress the memory, blurting out, "I know. | know, man, just.just tell me what happened" 


"He was getting worse and worse, and I'd stop by to check on him every day or so, and when | went upstairs 

he was just..curled up on the bed clutching his stomach. He was just whimpering, and | could barely understand 
what he was saying, his voice was so faint. |--I got him dressed and took him to his old family doctor, and he 
took him to the hospital and had him admitted. They're saying his pancreas burst. They're not sure how bad it 
is, but it doesn't look good. Look, Slash, | know you guys had your bullshit, and he told me he doesn't want you 
here, but the little bit that he did manage to rest last night he kept calling your name and crying in his sleep. 
You need to get your ass up here and you need to do it now. He..he might not make it" His voice cracked hard 


with that last line, and it was like a hard, swift kick to my chest. 


Every single word Andy said made my gut sear and twist with crippling anxiety and shame, and I've never, 
ever sobered up faster in my life. 


It was like | had wiped the sweaty steam from my sunglasses during a show and could see clearly, but | was 
so fucking racked with guilt. My face was red and my hands shook like | had D.Ts. Tears stung my eyes, 
immediately pouring down my face, and | watched them soak into the carpet as | leaned my elbows on my 


knees and hung my head. 


"Are you saying that My.My Duff is gonna.die? And its my fault? Oh my fucking god, it's my fucking fault, 
isn't it?!" My entire body began to quake as | tore at my hair with my free hand and bit my lip hard, even 


more hot, burning tears rolling freely down my cheeks. 


Maximus perked up, placing his paw curiously on my thigh, but | gently pushed him away, shaking a single 


finger at him and mumbling, "No," beneath my breath. | didn't deserve comfort, even if it was from a cat. 


Andy cleared his throat with a steadying rumble and a sound almost like a squeak as he tried to control his 
emotions that threatened to bubble over the surface. "Its not your fault, Slash. Don't blame yourself for this. 
He's been an alcoholic for a long time and everyone knew this. | think even he did, though he didn't know what 
to do about it. Don't blame yourself for it. We all knew he'd hit rock bottom but we didn't figure it'd be like 
this." 


| sniffled and shook my head, my mind whirling and imagining all kinds of awful, terrifying outcomes that | didn't 
want to consider but had absolutely no choice but to. 


| just silently bawled my eyes out, staring at the floor and not believing any of this. 


No.. No, this can't be reall He couldnt be.. No, don’t say it. Don't fucking invite it in, don’t acknowledge if, and it 
won't happen. It cant happen! Not My Duff..not right now.. Not.not like this.. 


| swallowed hard through the lump in my burning, constricted throat, making my decision without a single 


doubt in my mind. "I'll be on the next plane up there. I'll be there as soon as | can Don't.don't tell him l'm 


coming." 


| won't," Andy replied. "But | gotta warn you he.he looks bad, man. He looks really, really bad. He's hooked up to 


all kinds of machines and he can barely fuckin' form a sentence." 
| didn't bother to reply to that--the image and thought of it was too painful to bear. 


"Give me the address," | blurted out as | quickly dug through the drawer in the end table beside me and 
yanked out a pad and pencil, "Give it to me, and I'll be right there. | fuckin’ swear." 


He gave me the address, as well as his phone number. | said my swift goodbye, shoved the piece of paper in 
my pocket, snatched my wallet, grabbed my jacket and ran upstairs to shove a few articles of clean clothing in 
my duffle bag right before | plucked my keys from the coffee table and bolted out the door, almost forgetting 
to lock it behind me in my frenzy, not even thinking to say goodbye to a yowling, indignant Max. 


I've never experienced a more torturously long or annoyingly fast flight in my life. All | wanted to do was drink, 
to calm my frayed nerves and clear my head, maybe forget my troubles for a little while, but | couldn't. | just 
stared blankly out the window, barely registering the dry, barren scrub lands that slowly transformed into 
beautiful green forests and towering mountains. 


| was too nauseated in my panic, too preoccupied with the memories of what happened to truly appreciate the 


magnificent scenery that scrolled below me. 
‘Slash! Slash! Come back! Dont fuckin' leave me! | need youl" 
"l cant, Duff! | cant fucking take seeing this! It kills me! Youre killing yourself and | cant fuckin’ take it!" 


Ugh, that memory made me shiver. | took a small sip of bottled water, wishing it was liquor for a split second 
as | licked my lips and considered it. 


That thought and urge made me feel so incredibly guilty as the memories of the past few weeks played in my 
head like a horrible torture film that | had no choice but to watch. 


Duff was curled up on our living room floor back in LA, sobbing and trembling, bloated and so sick, and | just. 
just couldn't handle it anymore. It was too painful to see the man | loved like that, so depressed and out of his 
fuckin’ mind with anxiety, crippled and falling apart. 


| tried For months, then two years | tried. | hung in there. | got fucked up with him to make myself feel 
better about the situation, but it only made the both of us worse. It was a fun game for us back in the day, 
shot contests, coke snorting contests, beer chugging contests, all of it leading to rowdy, crazy, wonderful sex 
or the both of us getting into some bouts of trouble, but it was all in good fun. No harm could come of it, 
right? 


| was wrong. We were wrong. 


‘I'll be fine. I'll be fine, baby," he used to say like a prayer every single morning as he grasped the toilet seat 
and puked his guts up time and time again. He'd always miss because he was shaking so hard from withdrawal, 
and I'd have to clean it up, pure, liquid vomit, heavy with blood, pungent and stinging and grossly metallic, 
watching his shoulders quake like fault lines and his hair fall out as he ran his hands through it. 


I'd find it on his pillow every morning, tiny tufts that always alarmed me. I'd pick it up and twirl it anxiously 
through my fingers as | listened to him retch each morning and plead for me to make him a drink, and if | 
refused he'd get pissed and start screaming at me, and that wasn't like Duff at all. He was always so gentle, so 
patient, and caring, but once he began to be consumed he was like an entirely different person at times. He 


was still the same guy for the most part, but if he didn't get his fix he was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and it 
was completely terrifying. 


Shit, | quickly found out that needed a good stiff drink myself every goddamn morning, and it got to the point 
where l'd make us both one before we went to bed. The booze helped ease the pain, but it only exacerbated 


our problem and forced us apart. 


| hated wrapping his hands before every show, for both Guns and his solo record. Cracked, oozing, covered 


with scabs and puffy to the point of grotesque painfulness. 


He'd wince and grimace as l'd wind the thin strips of material around his fingers and palms, then hide my work 


with his gloves and be on his way with a quick, sweet kiss and a, "Thanks, baby. | love ya" 


He never yelled at me if | accidentally hurt him; in fact he'd apologize to me, as if | was the one being taken 


care of. 


When it was a gig with Guns he'd play pretty well considering his state, with the exceptions of the times he'd 
pass out on stage, and when it was for his Believe In Me tour | thought he was a great frontman, even if he 
was a bit bumbling and forgot his own lyrics. | loved to go out on stage with him and play the music we'd 
written together, even the sad, yearning love songs from a few rough patches that always seemed to be on 


repeat in my mind, especially now. 


The lyrics were always tweaked just so, the "proper" pronouns used to deter serious suspicion since we were 
inescapably famous and it got progressively harder to avoid attention with so much press and media beating 


down our doors. 
It bothered Duff so much to have his personal life put on display. When he said things in an interview it was 
one thing, but when people were trying to get photos of him and sneaking around our house it was another, 


and | could totally relate because | felt the exact same. 


My man with a once voracious appetite never ate anymore. He never cooked me the things | liked, nor did he 


eat the things | made him since he had taught me a few skills in the kitchen and I'd become quite fond of 
whipping something up to surprise him. He'd just stare at it and gain a queasy look on his face, rubbing his 
belly and swilling from his bottle of wine, which only made me chug from my Jack. 

It became a vicious cycle: 

"Duff, are you hungry, baby? | made some spaghetti, and | know you love it” 

"No. No thanks, sweetheart. My stomach hurts really fuckin’ bad. D'ya know where the Tums are?" 

"Hey man, | got us burgers! Wanna sit down and eat with me?" 

"Nah, I'm okay for now. Thank you, though." 

"| picked up some ice cream when | was out. Wanna make sundaes?" 

"Sounds like itll make me nauseated.but that's cool. Go ahead and have some, Love." 

Day, after day, after day. Wine, wine, wine, coke, coke, coke, Tums, Tums, Tums. Jack, Jack, Jack, smack, coke, 
smack, trying not to fucking curl up in a corner and cry, trying not to mourn for the one | cared most about 
drowning himself in this shit because he couldn't get over his own hero complex and anxiety. 

| think the worse was at night, though, my sleep was always uneasy as | laid there with him snuggled in my 
arms. He was so restless, constantly muttering beneath his breath and whining in his sleep, twitching and 
jerking, having incessant, countless nightmares and panic attacks. 

I'd wake him up and he'd fall to pieces in my arms, sobbing and telling me about his night terrors. I'd hold him 
close, rock with him, fucking cry with him, and stroke his hair to try to calm him down without loosening 


anymore thinning, delicate strands. 


His scent was different now; it wasn't his normal scent, that wonderfully soothing pine and sea breeze, soft and 


fragrant and lingering lightly on his pillow. 


No. | could smell the coke seeping through his skin, chemical and biting, his sweat was sour and pungent and he 


hardly ever bathed because he couldn't hold himself up long enough to shower. 


I'd help him, running him baths, but the water stung his hands and feet and he barely stayed in long enough to 
wash his hair, which he'd always freak out about as he stared at the stringy, thin strands wrapped around his 
cracking fingers, tears of frustration and shame welling in his eyes as he tried not to cry, and me along with 
him when | saw the mortified expression on his face. 


I'd pat his back, I'd tell him comforting things, I'd wrap him in a towel and carefully lead him to bed, feeling 
triumphant as I'd just gotten him into a bath that he stayed in for less than three minutes. 


"Don't fuckin’ leave me! | need you!" 
He did need me. Ard l'd let him down. 


And what had | done? I'd left. I'd left him right there in a fetal position, curled on the floor, bawling his eyes 
out and reaching to me, beckoning me back, begging me with those red, puffy, tired eyes sunken in his swollen 


face. 


I'd told him | couldn't stand his drinking anymore. | couldn't stand his..everything. His anxiety, his emotions, his 


intake, and his sudden mood swings. 


I'd gone back to my house and drowned myself in alcohol, the image of his desperate, frantic face burned into 


my brain, the sound of his panicked, pleading voice ringing, echoing, playing over and over again in my mind. 


| was a hypocrite. | was a total, complete asshole of a hypocrite, but | couldn't do it anymore. He.he wasn't the 


man | fell in love with, and no matter how | tried or what | did, | couldn't bring him back. 


I'd received many, many depressing messages on my answering machine, and they were so, so hard to ignore. 
Duff would cry and beg for me to come see him, telling me that he was sorry and he was trying to change, 
but | couldn't believe it. 


His words were still slurred and mashed together, spoken incorrectly and mispronounced, a shadow of the 
eloquence | once knew, the educated mind | once engaged in deep, philosophical, intelligent conversation with now 


sluggish and stalling, slow in reaction and lacking in depth. 


| can't even describe the emotions and trauma | felt at the sound of his shattered voice, cracking and 
stuttering as | listened to those voicemails repeatedly, sobbing hysterically in a ball on the couch, wishing | 
could save him, wishing | could make him see, wishing he was there with me, healthy and happy, smiling and 


joking, cuddly and affectionate, but it was no use. 

| couldn't even remember the last time we'd been together.. No, | lied | did give in one time. One single time. 

| showed up at his house, he let me in. We'd spent the night together and it was almost like old times. He 
hadn't drank much that day and neither had |, and it made me see that he was trying, actually, truly trying to 


make a difference, but the next morning it was too much for him. 


He couldn't handle the shakes, he couldn't handle the nausea, or the headache, and it was right back to the 
bottle. And that's when I'd finally left. Thats when I'd said those horrible, scarring words, and I'd never, ever 


forget the look of pain, helplessness, and sheer abandonment on his face. 


And now he was dying. And it was my fucking fault! Fuck! 


Every single time I'd fucked up he'd taken me back, and that's one thing | had to give him--when Duff loved, 
he loved hard. He fell hard and he loved just as intensely. He'd do anything for anyone he cared about, no 
matter the price or stress. He'd run himself into the ground and not complain one bit, and that's exactly what 
he did for this band. He'd burned himself out trying to make everyone happy, throwing his own caution to the 
wind and giving it everything he had. He cared too much, he loved too much, and it was his fatal flaw, his own 


sword that he'd impaled himself upon. 


| thought | was good at putting on my mask, but he was better; he'd had more practice, after all. If you didn't 


know him as well as | did you could never tell, but it was all in the eyes. 


For years and years |'d been watching those eyes steadily grow more tired, more stressed, more confused, and 
scared, and fed up. They weren't the bright, sparkling emerald eyes | loved, so happy and full of life. They were 
heavy, glazed, paranoid, riddled with doubt and just.spaced out. Sometimes it was like he wasn't even there, and 


as time went on | began to believe it. 


| remembered him calling and leaving a message on the answering machine when he cancelled the rest of his 
solo album tour dates, "I'm too sick to keep goir'.. l.l fuckin’ hate it, but | gotta go back home. I'm goin’ to 
Seattle for a while, try to get my shit together. l.l really miss ya, Slash. | hope you'll call me back. | still.. | love 
you. Do ya miss me? D-do you still.do you still love me? I'm sorry.'m so sorry! | can't fuckin’ stop..an’, an’ | 
donno what to dol I'm sorry I'm a piece of shit, I'm sorry I'm a fuck up, l'm sorry llm sorry I'm like this! 


Slash, |--" 
| had just opened the door and | heard him through the machine, sobbing and stuttering, and so full of anguish. 


| dropped my shit at the door, slammed it shut, ran to the phone and picked up the receiver in a tizzy, "Duff? 
Duff, are you okay?" 


"No!" He sniffled, choking through a breath. "No, I'm not!" 
"What's wrong?" | sank into the couch, my stomach tingling with queasy emotion. "What's going on?" 


"| donno wha! to do! l..l.l'm getting worse. l'm gettin’ scared, but | can't stop!" He gave a great, heaving sob, his 


tone dwindling to a whine, "| can’ fuckin’ stop, baby. An' I'm so scared!" 


| kept my voice soft, sympathetic, wary of my words, "Duff, you have to cut down. You know that, sweetheart. 
You have to at least try." 


Just like that, Duff turned on a dime, from hopeless crying to livid screaming. 
| physically winced at the sound of his pissed voice bellowing through the line, bitter and roiling, "Oh, don't 


fuckin’ preach to me, Slash! You were righ’ there with mel! | don’ need your fuckin’ bullshit dibatibe..diatribel | 


need your goddamn support!" 


Its not a diatribe, man, | am trying to support youl" | frowned, perching myself on the edge of my seat, 
Tension in my shoulders so tight it was painful. Nonetheless, | kept my cool, trying for the hundredth time to 
make him see sense, to see that | was trying to help, though | knew it was useless, "l'm Tellin’ you what you 


need to hear and it's not what you fuckin’ wanna hear, so you're getting pissed. Don't fucking yell at me." 
His response spat back, "I'm not yellin’ at you, damn it!" 
"Yes, you arel" My voice automatically raised in defense, just like my hackles. "You need to calm down!" 


"Ohh, now who's fuckin’ yellin'?! | fuckin’ call you to tell ya | love you and that I'm sorry, and you try to pull 


some goddamn in'ervenshun on me, juss like at my Mom's house? Fuck you!" 


"Intervention?! How the fuck is telling you to cut down an intervention? Its me, Duff! Its fucking Slash! | fucking 
love you and want you to get better! Do you think it's been easy for me to take care of you for the last 
year? It wasn't bad when the tour started, but you fucking fell apart as it went on. You couldn't fucking handle 
it and you skyrocketed.” 


| pushed aside my rapidly rising temper, eager for a solution | knew wouldn't come, talking with my hands, 
sweeping them in soothing gestures as if he were in the room with me, "This is me, Duff. This is me fucking 
telling you that you have a problem, the guy who's loved you and fucking been there with you through good 
and bad for the past seven fuckin’ years! | know I'm not one to talk, but--" 


"No! No, you're not fuckin’ one to talk!" | winced again at the venom in his voice, so painful tears of frustration 
and hurt welled in my eyes. "Gettin shitfaced with me, waitin’ for fuckin’ Axl to show up four hours late to a 


goddamn gig that we didn’ even get to play! Fuckin’ smokin’ heroin an’ crack, makin’ sure neither of us is fuckin’ 


dead--" 


"Well, you're not dead, are you?! Goddamn it, man, listen to yourself! | know | ain't been a saint, but I'm fucking 
worried about you! Matt's worried about you, Gilby's worried about you, your family's worried about you, 


your friends--" 


"They ain’ said or done shit ‘cept for that lame ass excuse of an in'ervention | ran out on! Who's been there 


for me, huh? No one!" 
Oh, that was the wrong thing to say to me. 


"You'd better fuckin’ rethink that right fucking now" My body quivered with suppressed rage, my words 


gravelly and growling in my throat, gnarled and mordant, indignant and grievously hurt. 


"I am not gonna sit here and fucking listen to you say that no one's been there when I've been here the entire 
fucking time! Cleaning your puke, bathing you, fucking dealing with these goddamn mood swings from you and 
listening to you talk about killing yourself! Fuck that, Duff! Don't you dare, don't you ever fucking dare say that 


I've never been there and you've been alone through this.’ 


Though | fought it, my voice cracked with the hot tears that rolled down my face, my fight quickly leaving me 
for pleading desperation, "This is me! This is your Slash! This is the guy you gave a ring to, that you wished 
you could marry and fucking have a family with! How can you say these things to me? Are you that fucking 
far gone?! Do you have any idea how much it fucking hurts me to see you like this, hear you like this, and 
fucking deal with it all on my own?!" 


‘Oh, fuck you, Slash!" There was no sympathy to be found in Duff. " You lef me! You fuckin’ left me! ‘| can't 
handle it anymore, Duff! | can’ handle it!" 


A hard, retching sob made its way through the phone, his own dam of emotion busting as he bawled, "Fuck 
youl You fucking died on me, Slash. You fucking died! | held your lifeless body in my arms an’ thought it was 
over! | saw all my fucking hopes and dreams die with your blue lips, and | thought that fuckin hurt! Well, this 


is worse!" 


"You think | don't know that?! You think it was a fuckin breeze to leave you like that?! ‘Oh, la-~dee-fuckin'-da, 
My Duffs killing himself, no big fuckin’ deall! | don't fuckin’ think so! I've been fucking bawling my goddamn eyes 
out, listening to you beg on my answering machine, thinking you're gonna fuckin’ die! And we can still have that 
future, baby, you just gotta get it together! | want that! | want that for us, but | can't have it if you're not 


here with me!" 
"| tried, Slash, don'tcha fuckin un'erstand?! | tried! | failed! You leff" 


A small silence endured, one that left me in suspense. | heard banging, muffled booms along with ferocious 
sobbing in the background, burning curses of indescribable anguish howling miserably, pouring through the 


phone that trembled in my hand. 


Not even a cigarette could calm me down. No amount of nicotine, or the half empty whiskey bottle nearby had 


an effect on me, no matter the amount | desperately consumed in a short period. 


When Duff finally returned a small eternity later, he sniffled hard, sounding cold and resolute, "You know what? 
Fuck this. | don't fuckin’ need this shit. | need you, but you apparently don't need me." 


"What?!" | was flabbergasted in horror, momentarily staring at the receiver | was white-knuckling. "Where the 


fuck do you get off thinking that?!" 


"You left! You left me!" He repeated, and each time it was a new, bleeding gash carved in my heart. "Ya don't 


need me draggin you down an’ fuckin’ up your picture perfect fuckin’ lifel” 


"Picture perfect my ass!" | hissed resentfully, knowing he was talking about the band, not us, his way of trying 
to change the subject. "You know goddamn good and well that all this shit's going down the toilet, and that's 
why you're fuckin’ drinkin’ yourself to death!" 


"I tried!" He wailed morosely, hopelessly. "I tried to make everyone and everything work!" 
"You can't make everyone happy, Duff! You can make yourself happy, but you can't fucking please everyone!" 


"l." The sound of manic pacing, of frantic, startled boots on wooden floor clopped, sighs heavy with fear and 


frustration rustling the line. Duff apparently took that as a slight. 
His crying ceased, dwindling to tiny, numerous sniffles, his heavy breaths staticky, "I can’ fuckin’ do this 
anymore. I'll be at the house in Seattle. You know the number, so feel free to fuckin’ call me when ya feel like 


actually bein’ a good guy and not fuckin’ beratin me!" 


"You're paranoid, man!" | stammered wordlessly, flailing a free hand about the empty room in desperation, 


fright and hurt bolting through me at his words. "I'm not out to get you! I'm not berating you! l--" 
"| fuckin’ love you, but l'm not gonna deal with this shit. Goodbye, Slash." 

"Duff! Duff! Wait--" 

Click 

"No.. No, Duff, please." 


| whimpered through my tears, through my sorrow, all of it turning to rage in an instant | threw the phone 


across the room and watched it shatter into a thousand pieces, just like my hopes, my dreams, my heart. 
That was three days ago. Just three days. How could this happen so fast? 


Buildings began to crop up in the aerial scenery, tall and proud, glistening in the sunlight. It was a bright, 
beautiful Seattle day, one of the few I'd experienced in the entire seven years of visiting for the holidays and 
for gigs. There wasn't a single grey cloud in the sky. Just clear, cerulean blue atmosphere with big, white, 
puffy cumulus clouds, a perfect summer day, the kind of day Duff and | would've seized to take the boat out 
on the lake had things between us been better. 


And | hated it. It was cruel. It was mocking. It was a travesty to experience such a rare, gorgeous day for 


such a bleak, grisly occasion. 


My hands had began shaking halfway through the trip, through my grim reminiscences, and | eyed the dozen 
tiny bottles of whiskey littering the area around me, disgusted with myself. 


Vomit crept up my esophagus, but | swallowed it down, fighting the urge to gag at the acidic liquid searing its 
way up my throat and back down to my empty, churning stomach. 


The seat belt light was on, and soon | would have no choice but to face an ultimate fear. 


| waded through fans at Sea-Tac, hordes of them, ecstatic and energetic, swarming me, shoving pens, markers, 
clothing, books, anything they could in my face and asking me rapid fire questions while | tried to be polite and 


tell them it was an emergency, that | had to leave. 


"I can't stay. No, I'm sorry, | can't have a drink. Yeah, I'll sign it, but | really, really gotta go. No, please..l'm 


sorry. 


Please, please just leave me be before its too late and | dont get to say goodbye and apologize. My baby’s dying 
and | have to be there with him. 


It took me too long. Too long, a waste of precious, precious time, to get into a cab and make a stop at a liquor 


store, sick to my stomach with shame when | paid for that small fifth of whiskey. 
| needed it. | would need it. 

Fuck, Im an asshole. 

Back in the cab. Over an hour of packed Seattle traffic flying by like I'd been airlifted by helicopter. 
Then | was there. 

And there it was. 

Imposing, foreboding, ingesting and squashing all hope. 

| wondered why there aren't more horror novels written about hospitals. 

Tiles, grey, white, and yellow checkered, shitty linoleum tiles. 

Clean, sterile scents, acrid, unwelcoming. 

Threatening. 

White. White walls, white ceilings, white scrubs, white coats. 

Why is everything white? 

Easier to sanitize. Scrub the disgusting, bodily unpleasantness from the world 

Bleach 


A maze of bleached halls 


| can smell it. It fucking burns. 

Ammonia and bleach 

Mustard gas. 

No one who comes here gets out alive. 

lm suffocating; my lungs are blistering | can’t fucking breathe. 

Hallways, here, there, everywhere. Left, right, forward, behind 
Claustrophobic elevators humming up and down endless floors. 

Concave mirrors, distorted human figures, elongated, pallid, sickly faces. 
Where am I? Fuck, where am |? 


My palms were sweaty. | drank hard from my bottle, disregarding a disapproving look from a nurse behind a 


desk. 

Ím lost.. Im so lost. 

Maybe | want to be bst. 

L 

The hall spun. | spun with it, nauseated, 

My sight cleared upon seeing a small, white label, McKagan, M 
Then my vision blurred again, my heart gripped with terror. 


| was frozen, transfixed, my eyes enormous and dry with dread, my safe haven of curls unable to aid my 


pleas for help. 
| forced myself to reach out, my trembling fingers scantly caressing the bombastic brass door handle. 


| snatched it back as if it were scalded, cradling it, tears welling, hot in my vision. 


L 


| sniffled, shaking my falsely maimed hand, the liquor and fear and emotion boiling, burning a hole in my innards. 


/ cant do this. 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
Figured I'd get Chapter Two posted before Hurricane Harvey starts busting down our door. Got a safe place to 
go and we're prepared, but we're right in the brunt of it since we're about 30 minutes from the coast, 


slightly northeast of where its supposed to make landfall. Hope y'all enjoy! We're about to batten down the 
hatches for this motherfucker! 


| stood there petrified, consumed with trepidation, staring at that heavy wooden door and its sickly, faded 


yellow stain, akin to white walls coated in years of accumulated nicotine. 
| could draw the grain pattern from memory. | could draw the hallway, and the face of the nurse intern that 


bumped into me, failing to apologize as he made his way to the room spewing a screeching, steady beep, 


answering the call of a Code Blue being calmly spoken through loud speakers. 
The sounds of a flatline. 
The sounds of a death. 


| had started at the shriek, my mind reeling, thinking the worst until | saw a lady and two children bustled 


from a room down the hall, carelessly shoved out. 


The woman covered her mouth, then stifled her tears and took the distraught children in her arms, all of 


them trembling. 


| stared, empty with naught but dread, at the kickstand doorstop screwed to the bottom of the imposing door 


before me. 

It seemed several minutes passed, my gaze passing from the door, to my feet, to the tense family yards 
away, that their door opened and the intern that had rammed into me shook his hanging head, the family 
bursting into heartbroken sobs. 


My permanent frown only deepened. 


| wondered who it was. Family? Friend? A father, grandfather, grandmother, possibly even mother? Aunt or 
uncle? 


| felt for the children most. It isn't easy to see someone die, whether you're eight or eighty, and those young 


kids, not even teenagers, had just experienced one of life's harshest lessons. 


My blank, static gaze returned again to the door, hoping they'd been sharing laughs seconds before, smiles and 
jokes, that they would have a positive memory to ease the pain despite nature's cruel call 


It would've been more than Duff and | got. 


| didn't want our last words to be painful, screamed through a phone while we were both filled with agony, 


spite, remorse, helplessness. 
And they won't be if you stop being a pussy and open the fucking door. 


| subconsciously clawed at the crook of my elbow, feeling my veins protrude through my skin | was itching and 


fiending something fierce. 


| was in Seattle. | knew where to go, and even if | didn't junkies have an inherit way of being able to sniff each 


other out, whatever your preference may be. 


| also knew that if | hadn't had decided to kick the shit a few weeks back | wouldn't be here. | would've isolated 
myself. The phone cord would've been ripped from the wall, and Duff would still be here, a thousand miles 
away, trapped, possibly dying, unable to bust down that door and save me. 

Again 

And you let him down 

Agan 

You piece of shit 

You fucking worthless asshole. 

He'd busted down so many doors for me, and there | was, unable to do so much as push one open for him. 


Because you're a sniveling chicken shit of a coward 


The mental words echoed, hollow and ringing in the back of my mind, their empty reverberations forming 
something solid, something steely. 


Resolve. 


| drew a breath and entered the room, and with a few fast steps the heavy door shut with a click that was 


too loud for the silence surrounding me. 


It wasn't true silence, though. Not completely. 


There was that horrible, monotone, mechanical beeping, a heart monitor tracking a beat that was calm, steady, 


and sounded strong. 


| couldn't look yet. | was afraid of what I'd see. My eyes were stuck to my feet, to the shitty grey-checked 
linoleum below my boots, and my fingers fidgeted with the pockets of my jacket. 


The second thing | noticed was the smell. My heart lightened a fraction, simply becouse there was no smell of 
death or impending death through the piercing scent of hospital-grade sterilization 


Just sickness. Sour, pungent, the way Duff's scent changed when he so much as got sick with the flu or a cold. 


It wasn't even the scent of coke or booze emitting from his pores. Just illness. 


And trauma. | could smell trauma, too. That was a darker, more dangerous scent, but something about it 


was..differ ent. 
That piqued my curiosity. 


My ears caught a sound, barely audible through the constant metronome of the heart monitor. It was a 


whimper, a soft sound of pain, feeble and weak. 
| had to look. 
| had to. 


Even in my overwhelming anxiety | was too inquisitive. Too.. Out of control. | had to see him. | had to know 


what was going on 


| started where it was easiest, where it wouldn't be so distressful because | knew there shouldn't be any 


injury. 


The foot of the bed was just fine. Pristine white sheets and a crummy, probably itchy hospital blanket draped 
over long legs | knew so well, even if they were racked with staggered, jumpy tremors. | had suspected that, 
seeing as I'd probably gone much less time without a drink than he had, and | started shaking on the plane. 


| swallowed, somewhat satisfied, a bit more at ease, and made my way up. 


Then numbness crept into me, a sense of detachment, like | had to separate from myself to process what | 


was seeing. 


I'd never seen so many IVs tethered to one person. Not even junkies I'd visited in the hospital, dying friends, or 
family members, nothing like that. 


A line in each arm, double poles, all loaded down, most bags half empty and some of them shriveled, completely 


drained, hung one on top of the other. 

And in my scanning of the bags, | couldn't miss it. | couldn't miss the view of him, sleeping face twisted in pain, 
restless, his trembling, puffy hands clutching at his abdomen, fingers curling, teeth baring slightly in response 
to what had to be flares of pain. 


| stifled a silent sob, my hand over my mouth, my eyes averted to the ceiling, then closing, my entire body 


shivering in.. | didn't even know. 

Grief? Guilt? Anguish? Disbelief? 

All of the above? 

| couldn't look long. | couldn't take it all in. The briefest glance was excruciating. 


He was even less recognizable than when I'd last seen him two weeks ago. 


| never thought I'd see Duff like that. He'd had his share of hospital stays, sure, but not like this. Nothing like 
this. 


Every time he'd had his close shaves, he'd made it though. He'd be conscious, trying to make the best of it, 
eager to get the hell out and back on the road, joking with the staff and bitching to hurry up and get out as 
hours passed. We had a joke that if either of us were feeling well enough to bitch during our hospital stay, 
we'd be just fine. 


There was no bitching now. No complaining, fussing, or anything. 


Just beep, beep, beep, and steady, shallow breaths of a man fighting torture in his sleep, probably too drugged 


out to surface to consciousness. 
| drew another, longer breath, steeling myself. 
| had to look. Just one more time. 


Pale, sickly, doughy skin. Like you could touch him and his flesh would glue to your fingers and stretch like 
sticky, unbaked bread as you pulled away. 


His boils hadn't gone. He was still dotted, his bloated face and arms speckled with sores, his hands still swollen 


and cracked, his face still puffy, the sight painful. 


| felt like throwing up not just my stomach but also my heart, which had firmly jammed itself in my throat. 


The whiskey in my belly was uneasy, and the more | looked, the more | studied, the more | saw, and the more | 


saw, the more | thought. But the more | thought, the more | grieved. 


| had seen him. I'd done it against every fiber of my being that had screamed in desperation, urging me to run 


away the instant | stood before the door. 
| had seen him with my own eyes, but | still had no clue what was going on. | didn't know how he got like this, 
what would happen to him, or anything. | had nothing to go on, no medical opinion, nothing. Just Andy's words 


combined with my own sight. 


| decided to look over the plentiful bags of IV fluids, trying to pacify the dread relentlessly gnawing at me with 


knowledge. 


| didn't learn much. Saline? Sure, | got that. Librium? | supposed for the shakes. Turns out the smaller, 


shriveled bags were antibiotics, which I'd guessed were for the internal trauma. 
Ím not a doctor, but any organ exploding would result in some internal damage, right? A pancreas has enzymes, so 
they could eat away at your other guts and abdominal wall, right? That could get infected.makes sense..at least to 


me. | should ask somebody soon.. Fuck, | need some goddamn information. | have no clue whats happening.. 


| poured over the bags, sorting through each of them, squinting at unfamiliar names and continuing, and the 


last bag | understood the contents of was something | was very familiar with. 
Morphine. 
And by the looks of it, it wasn't doing its fucking job. 


He just kept shaking, writhing, whining in pain, clutching at his stomach with his quivering hands, trying to wrap 
his arms around himself, but never opening his eyes, his sounds quiet, groggy, drugged out. 


He was getting the out-of-it mental effects of the pain medicine, but none of the relief. 
He groaned faintly, like a sound of a creaking tree in the wind, then, “Slash.." 

I'd been punched in the stomach with an invisible fist. 

| turned my eyes from the nearly-depleted Morphine bag to him, tears blocking my vision 


The lock around his neck only seemed to weigh him down, as if it would cave in his chest with his every 


shallow breath. 
He was in distress, even if he wasn't fully there. 


"Slash..." 


Another whine, another lurch of his arms on his abdomen, another pained, ragged breath, two rings in the 
hollow of his strained throat, strung on a silver chain, the black onyx ring I'd given him after my trip to New 
York, and the one that matched the ring on my hand, shining, almost blinding against his pallid skin 


"Slash..." 

This one was a cry. A pitiful, horrifically soft sob. 

And |, too, sobbed. As quietly as | could, silencing my tears, my anguish. 

As terrified as | was, | was compelled to reach out to him. To communicate in some way, though | feared he 
wouldn't even be aware of me. Duff was the kind of person who could sleep like a rock and still wake up to any 
unfamiliar, intruding sound, no matter how minute, and he hadn't even stirred to the door shutting or the 


muted clops of my footsteps. 


| was also worried that he just might snap to, and was afraid of what the consequences could be. | didn't want 


him to be pissed. | didn't want him to hurt himself and possibly make it worse. 
But | had to do something. 


| stood at the head of the bed, frozen in place as my name passed his lips once more, pleading, terrified 


through his hushed delirium. 
| swallowed my fear and blinked hard, feeling a tear roll from the corner of my left eye. 


| gently, so, so gently brushed strands of browning, undyed hair from his brow, his skin clammy and somehow 


on fire, quietly saying, "Duff... Baby, it's me. It's me, Slash. l'm.. I'm here, sweetheart" 
He stirred, but only for a moment, grimacing, releasing a small, pained moan. 
My inhale shivered with suppressed emotion. 


| tried again. "I'm here, baby. I'm with you and it'lL.itll be alright. lm not goin’ anywhere. It's.. It's me. | love 


you. 


It was strange, almost enigmatic to see his eyes open the faintest fraction, enough for me to see his pupils, 
constantly cocaine-dilated for nearly two years, their normal size. He looked my direction, but his eyes were 


hazy and unfocused, searching without truly seeing. 


| hadn't noticed | had been leaning on the bed, near his body, until a hand covered mine, frigidly cold, 
contrasting the blazing heat of his forehead. 


| felt three small, weak, but determined, squeezes, in time with another nearly incoherent repeat of my name. 
| knew those squeezes. 
Í love you 


It was like a secret code between us. Something to do in public situations when either of us were feeling 


stressed or anxious. Three little squeezes, three taps of a finger, three pats of a hand, three bumps of a knee. 
Í love you 
| sobbed aloud this time, in perfect time with his eyes closing, this time staying shut. 


| couldn't stop, either. | held his hand, brushed his hair with my fingers, biting my lip to stifle my sadness, 


tears running down my face, unable to do anything but hope he knew | was there, that he wasn't alone. 


| could only keep repeating, "I love you. l'm sorry," over and over, like a heartbroken record, wishing | could stop 
my cries, wishing | could help him, wishing | could do something, anything, other than linger by his side, helpless 
to aid him, helpless to do anything but worry and apologize. 


| lost track of time. | lost track of tears. | lost track of anything other than the misery, of the crushing 


despair sitting upon my shoulders. 
| had pulled a chair beside the bed and taken my post, holding his hand, talking to him, being careful not to 
hurt him as | rubbed the top of his hand in an attempt to calm myself. Even the screeching of wooden chair 


legs on the linoleum didn't stir him, and it only filled me with more sorrow. 


It had been hours, | think. It felt like hours. | hadn't paid much attention to the time, too hellbent on getting to 
Seattle as soon as possible, and when I'd gotten there I'd been determined to find Duff, even if | had dawdled 


outside the room, horror-struck. 


But soon | felt myself itching for a cigarette. My head was pounding from a marathon crying session, my eyes 
puffy and sore, probably red as the devil's dick | was shaking again and needed something to calm my nerves. 


| raised Duff's hand as gently as | could to kiss the back of it, laying it by his side and patting it. His skin was 
so taught, so swollen it felt as if it would burst from the softest touch of my lips to it. 


"l'Il be right back," | rasped, the heart monitor bellowing over my words. "I promise I'll be back. I'll smoke one 


for ya, okay?" 
There was no reply. Only ragged, shallow breaths. 


The maze of halls was no match for me this time. | flew from the floor, a cigarette between my lips that was 


ignited the second one foot had exited the building. 
| wound up pacing the courtyard through five smokes, back to back, forming my own personal little fog cloud 
people walked though and shot me nasty looks for, a few of them stopping, staring with interested expressions, 


either afraid of me or recognizing me. 


It wasn't hard. | was dressed in jeans, t-shirt, jacket, and sunglasses. | hadn't bothered to put my hair up or 
even grab a cap in my haste. 


| was glad they didn’t talk to me, though. Not a single one of ‘em. Maybe they knew something was up. Or 


maybe | looked as crazed as | felt, like a strung out madman too cranked up and dangerous to approach. 


They would've been right. Well, minus the crank part. If | wanted to get that wired I'd smoke crack, not fuckin’ 
meth. 


But | traded that for my Jack, which | drank from, forcing myself to ration and be sparing about it. Every 
time | took a drink | felt like a Grade-A jackass, and would gloomily glance up to the floor Duff was on, even if 
his room was clear on the other side of the hospital. 

It didn't take me long to find my way back to the room, back into the mortal prison, back into the near-dead 
silence with the exception of the peeping heart monitor slowly driving me to the edge of insanity. There was no 
way to shut it the fuck up, but | did manage to turn it down, at least low enough | could ignore it over my 
rampaging thoughts. 

More hours passed. Or at least minutes upon minutes that felt like hours, days, years, centuries. 

Even if | wasn't the one whose life hung in the balance, | still felt trapped, forlorn | felt perhaps there 
should've been a sign above the entrance to the hospital displaying a clear warning to all, "Abandon all hope, ye 
who enter here." 

Or maybe a couple pillars with, "Non plus ultra," inscribed upon them. 

‘Nothing further beyond," seemed.imposingly prophetic. 


But Dante and mythology sure as fuck wouldn't be entertaining now, or indeed comforting. 


Its one thing to read about hell through books, but a complete other to see it before your eyes. And surely, 


Duff was in his own personal hell. 


And while he was, | felt as if | were alongside him. Not physically of course. Certainly not as direct or intense, 


but its a special kind of suffering to see someone you love in pain and be unable to save them from it. 


A glance to the clock showed it was nearly seven thirty in the evening when a nurse entered the room with a 


tray of food. It surprised me itd taken that long for someone to show. 


| mean, Duff was a serious case, right? Internal damage, extreme withdrawal.. I'd been there for a few hours 
and hadn't seen a trace of a nurse. | understand hospitals are busy, hectic, stressful environments, but damn, | 


had expected a few pop-ins just to look him over, check vitals, and the like. 

The woman just waltzed in, dropped the tray on a rolling table at the foot of the bed, gave his machines a 
cursory glance, bumping into my chair on the way since | was still by his side, and tried to walk out without 
saying a thing. 


| didn't let her get that far. | had too many questions. 


"Hey, um," | noticed my voice was croaking with stress and uneasiness, "can you.. Can you tell me what's going 


on? | got here a couple hours ago and l.. | just don't know what's goin’ on" 

She glowered, studying me up and down with a sense of appraising disapproval, like she didn't have time or 
patience for me. Her brown eyes narrowed beneath her fake ass burgundy Peggy Bundy hair, and she sneered, 
"You family?" 

"Well, no," | began, but was promptly cut off. "I--" 

"Not family, no information," she snapped, beginning to make her way to the door. 


A drop of distressed, confused agitation rippled to waves in my stomach. 


| couldn't have that shit; there was too much at stake. | stood up from the chair, the screech again not 


making Duff so much as wince. 


"Look, ma'am, I'm the closest thing he's had to family for damn near ten years," | tried to explain, taking a few 
benevolent steps closer to her, my anxiety running rampant. "He's family. /m family. | just want to know how 


he's doing. What happened. What..what's gonna happen" 


The nurse was unswayed, even, dare | say, disgusted, as she eyed my hair. Her brows raised in an arrogant 


manner. "His mother and brother were here this morning. You look nothing like them." 


"Well, no shit," | growled through my gritted my teeth. My nerves turned steely, my worry beginning to 


simmer into anger at her condescension . "lm not blood, but I'm pretty fuckin’ close. He's my best friend. He's 


my.. 
My everything 


"l-l've been around him damn near twenty four hours a day for almost ten years. I've taken care of him when 


he's sick, I've listened to him bitch, shared nearly a decade of my life with him, I've cleaned his fucking blood 


puke off the floor for fuck's sakel l.. | just want information! | just." 
| broke, my voice cracking, fading with my hopelessness, "I just wanna know if he's gonna be okay." 


"Not family, no rights to information," she declared, unmoved. "That's that. That means no decisions, no opinions, 


and no information Now, l'm late for shift change, and | want to go home. Suck it up and deal with it" 


| watched her leave, my jaw hanging open, appalled, my brows knit in irritation and despair. | hissed through a 


few stray tears the second the door clicked closed, "Fuck you, too, bitch." 


Then it was back to the silence. Back to that muted, steady, unending beeping, as much of a stressor was it 
was a relief, and Duff, whining and muttering, curling on his side, hugging his stomach, and magically managing 
not to tangle himself in his IV lines. 


| felt nothing but despair, my hanging head in my hands, my right leg bouncing restlessly, my teeth gnawing a 


sore spot on my lip as the nurse's words boomed in my mind. 
As much as | hated it, she had a point. 


She was right. | truly had no rights concerning Duff. We couldn't get married or anything like that, so | had no 
power. | couldn't make medical decisions, | couldn't get direct information, deal with life support decisions, and if 


something happened.. 


H.. If the worst happened.. | knew what Duff wanted. Would.would | be able to arrange his funeral as he liked? 
Would l.. Could |? 


What about our belongings? Our houses, cars, boats, and pets.. Everything was ours Nothing, save but a few 
articles of clothing, were personal. Books, records, furniture, everything we had was evenly split. We'd made 


choices together and.. 


No. No. Surely his mom would be okay with me handling those decisions if worse came to worst. | was 
practically another son to her. She'd taken me in like family, and we'd gotten along for years. She was as much 
my mother as mine was Duff's, and.and certainly she'd condone as much as funeral arrangements, right? 
She'd.she'd consult me if he slipped into a catastrophic state and choices had to be made..right? 


At least | fucking hoped so. 


As far as the money went, that didn't matter to me. We both made more than we fucking needed. If the 
family wanted the royalties, that was fine, but the stuff.. It was our stuff. I'd be able to part with some of it, 
but Duff's home had been my home for so long. ltd be like giving away my own possessions, every tiny piece a 


memory. 


It certainly wasn't lost on me that | could lose not only Duff, but everything we owned, and the only place I'd 


truly called home for nearly a decade if his family turned on me. 


If | was left bereft I'd just have Max, the snakes, my books, some clothes, and whatever of his I'd managed to 


sneak out beneath their noses. Probably Chester, Chloe, and Barney, too. 
Did | think it'd come to that? 
Honestly, no. 


But did | worry? 


Of course. How could | not? | had no rights. No legal, binding rights, and everything as far as finances, funeral 
arrangements, and everything had to be taken care of through his family, not directly by me. | could be a 
mouthpiece, tell them what to do, but it would be a complete fucking headache for all of us. 


His family were good people, though; | knew | had nothing to fear from them, even if my anxiety tried to tell 


me otherwise. 


But if there's one thing a death does, it's bring out the vultures. Just like how everyone wants to be your 
friend when you're on top, when you die, they all want a piece of you, even if they were never around to begin 
with. | knew Id have to worry about the fake friends more than the close family, and | figured as soon as they 
caught whiff of impending demise, they'd start circling. 


That had been a point of contention between Duff and myself, those "friends." 


He'd always try to be polite, "Slash, you're worryin' about nothin. It's cool! They're cool” while | was always 
wary and cautious as ever to outsiders, even to the point of rudeness. 


| don't want to call Duff naive because he's not, but he has a good heart. He always wants to see the best in 
people and has a hard time saying, "No," because he doesn't want to hurt anyone's feelings. 


| had no problem telling them to get fucked because if Duff loaned someone a hundred bucks, | knew damn well 
we wouldn't see it back. Friends, sure, but those "friends" | would chase off like a raccoon digging through a 
trash can, which would result in an argument since Duff thought | was just being a dick when he couldn't see 
the fact that so many hangers-on were trying to take advantage of the situation, of us. 

And believe me, we had plenty of those "friends" for years. Especially now. 


Another soft click of the door caught my attention, so loud in the near-silence it made me jump in my seat. 


In walked this truly tiny, short stack of a woman, a file clutched near her chest, her eyes glued to whatever 
she was reading.until she stopped dead in her tracks and gave both me and Duff a double-take. 


She was about our age, maybe a couple years older, chunky but cute, and before | could even contemplate 
saying anything she said with an air of shock, "Oh, wow. |, uh.. | had Duff last night," she tapped the chart with 


an baffled expression, "I, umm.. | didn't expect.." 


Starstruck people didn't bother me anymore. Through enough years it's something you become numb to. That 
doesn't mean when | meet someone famous | admire | don't turn into one of those stuttering sillies, too, but 
when it's you personally you get used to it. Hell, even through the fame l'm still some dipshit stumbling 
through life. 


"Hi" | instantly rose to my feet and shook her hand. It wasn't out of "I'm a star, hey, how ya doin'?" It was out 


of, "Please get the fuck over this. Right now I'm just one worried motherfucker and | need answers before | go 


ballistic." 


She took it, with a rather strong squeeze might | say, a polite, though restrained, overjoyed smile on her lips 
as she said, "Hi, 'm-l'm Hilla. | was Duff's nurse last night, actually. Um, it's nice to meet you. This is pretty 
crazy. | never thought.. Well, it doesn't matter.” 


She chuckled, flustered, but quickly composed herself, which | admired. "Ill be here again tonight and just came 
in to check up on him. How's he been?" 


"Practically unconscious," | sighed, turning my gaze to him. "He's been like that since | got here just.. Out of it. 
In pain, obviously. He opened his eyes for a couple seconds, then went right back out. Like he could hear me, 
but couldn't focus on me." 


Hilla nodded, jotting down a note on the chart. She made her way to the bed, took down the shrunken IV bags 
and tossed them, made more notes, studied the monitor on the infusion pump, pressed a few buttons on it, 


then ran outside and grabbed a few more bags to replace them..and scribbled more notes. 


She was pretty speedy about taking everything, vitals, all that, trying to talk to him, get him to respond, but 
no shock that he didn't. | felt lucky that he so much as groaned when a cold stethoscope met his chest when 
she listened to his lungs, then felt better, even more so to laugh when she disappeared to the far side of the 
bed for about thirty seconds worth of trickling, then raised a container and proudly declared, "Kidneys are 
workin’ better than yesterday! That's a good sign 


"Man, he's not gonna be happy about that," | smirked, weakly, but hopefully. "He always fights on catheters and 
wins. He always says, ‘You try to shove that thing down my dick, I'ma shove it up your ass! And he's a big 


guy, so no one wants to fuck with him." 


Hilla giggled guiltily, "Yeah, he was still pretty conscious for that part. He wasn't too thrilled, | can tell you 
that" 


Somberness settled upon me again as my brief smile faded, the extremely fleeting moment of relief dissolving. 


"Hilla, can you.. Do you.." | huffed a sigh, feeling defeated, but willing to try. "Can you tell me what's going on? 
His friend was here with him last night and he filled me in, but.. But can you tell me how he is..how he really 
is? | asked the last nurse but she wouldn't tell me anything and he's.. He's my best friend, you know? I've 

known the guy for years, and he's family. Better than blood. Can you..can you help me out here? What's goin’ 


on with him?" 


| couldn't tell her the whole truth, but maybe it was just enough to persuade her. Or maybe it was because 
she was a fan and knew us. Fuck, | don't know. | just knew | was glad when she nodded on her way to discard 


her gloves and wash her hands. 


She retrieved her chart from beside the untouched food tray on the rolling table and stood beside me, flipping 
it open to show me two photos, one with a giant white blob on a dark background, and one with a smaller blob 


on the same blackness. 


"This was when he arrived yesterday," She informed, pointing to the first, then the second. "This was from 


this morning.” 
"Oh." | squinted interestedly, confusedly, optimistically. "So, this.. This is better?" | tapped the second photo. 


"Yes," she nodded. "The swelling went down dramatically. The doctor thought he'd have to perform emergency 
surgery, but another ultrasound this morning disproved that. The swelling is significantly decreased, which 

shows improvement, but all the internal damage, the burns from the spilled enzymes, are still there. He's on 
antibiotics as a preventative measure, plus fluids because he's so dehydrated, but so far all efforts for pain 


management have failed" 
"Tolerance?" | frowned, eyeing the morphine drip. 


Hilla nodded again. "Yes. Nothing worked, truly. And | had to take away the button for his morphine last night 
because he'd be constantly clicking it, but it wasn't working. I'm guessing he's still in severe pain, and his mind 
is muddled from the withdrawal and mental effects of the morphine. He's at least calm now.. Took hours for 
him to relax. We considered sedation, but after the drip took effect the crying stopped for the most 
part..and..and begging." 


Her voice fell into a whisper, as if into a pit of despair. "You don't see that a lot, either. | feel so bad for him. 


I've only seen a few patients in such severe pain they asked us to kill them." 


My heart sank. Tears stung at my eyes and | had to fight them with everything | had. God, | wished | could so 
much as talk to him, have a fucking magic wand to wave like a merry little fairy and make everything better. 


I'd even proudly wear the fucking tutu and tiara if it would work 


| cleared my throat, my voice just as soft, as concerned as hers, the big question heavy on my lips, "Will he.. 
Will he live? Can he live? H-have a life, still?" 


"He can.if he stops drinking. He'll stay here for a couple weeks, most likely, heal up a bit, and be on his way. 
But if he doesn't sober up, the doctor thinks he'll be dead in a month." 


The fifth in my pocket felt like an anchor weighing me to the ground, and all | wanted to do was drain it. 
| didn't have time to dwell on her answer while she was in the room, so | nodded and thanked her. It was more 
than enough information for me to process, more than enough shit for me to sift through. More than.more 


than enough to worry about concerning our future together. 


| had my answers. But the fact of the matter was he had to clean up, and if he managed to despite all his 


numerous former failings, | knew damn good and well that | was no better than he was..had been. 
| felt like an asshole with a sense of unbreakable dependence to the bottle. 
And | felt shame. So much shame my face burned and my skin tingled, like | would combust on the spot. 


To my dismay, | did not. It certainly would've been easier than the decisions that had to be made, the unknowns 


that hung in the balance. 

Shit 

| resumed my seat beside him once Hilla had gore, my head in my hands, my heart in my throat, my silent 
tears falling to the linoleum. | stretched out one hand, resting it on his thigh, craving a connection | hadn't had 


in weeks. A connection that seemed destined to be severed, whether by mortality or addiction. 


Duff.. Baby.. How..how the fuck is this gonna work? What.. What are we gonna do? 


Hurricane Update 


Hey y'all we made it and so did our house, thankfully. No real ETA on power or internet, but will have a new 


chapter up when | can. Clean up will take a while, but everything's underway. 


Thanks, 
Xy 


Chapter Three 


Author's Notes: 

Thank you guys so, so much for your outpouring of concern. We got power back a few days ago, but still have 
so much clean up to go with our two massive downed trees, plus my grandparent's and hubby's mom to take 
care of. We made it through just fine, but there's still a long, long road ahead. Definitely looking forward to the 
Guns concert on the 8th! Can use the outlet! 


| didn't sleep that night. Between my rampaging mind, lack of blackout levels of booze, the horribly 
uncomfortable reclining chair they bought me to sleep on, Hilla the nurse's routine presence, and Duff's 


constant whimpering paired with the incessantly peeping heart monitor, | couldn't catch a wink 


| tried, tossing, turning, silently complaining to myself, until about six in the morning when | finally decided to 


throw in the towel. 


My empty stomach was aching with hunger, yet | had no desire to eat. And for once in my life waking up to a 
swig of liquor didn't sound in the least bit appealing. 


But | did it anyway, already fucking shaking. Just like Duff, who had it worse. 


| decided to try out the hospital cafeteria. After a kiss on his forehead, which was much, much less feverish 
than it had been the day before, | sat down to the most unappetizing plate of eggs, sausage, and toast I'd ever 
eaten. It wasn't that the food itself was bad, though hospitals certainly arent known for their culinary 


prowess, but my mind was elsewhere. | was just eating because | had to. 


It was nice to get away from the room for a while, | had to admit. Being stuck in there with only my thoughts 
and an ill Duff beside me was nothing short of agonizing. Sure, the falsely cheery pastel colors of the cafeteria 
were disturbing and somewhat uncomfortable, but they were better than the dark, cramped room and it's 
sterile environment, filled with sounds of soft, breathy misery and cluttered with instruments that only 
reminded me of death. 


| spent a good few minutes picking at my food before forcing myself to eat it, but as | took more bites, it got 
easier. Hell, | even went back for a small bowl of fruit before | went outside to smoke, then came to the shitty 
realization that I'd soon be out of cigarettes..and whiskey. 


| didn't want to leave the hospital. | didn't want to leave Duff alone in case.. 


h case he wakes up, | told myself, wishing | could slap myself across the face without passerbys thinking | was 


mentally addled. Hell be fine. Don't even fuckin’ think about it Hila said hed be okay, so believe it 


| was positive the hospital gift shop wouldn't be stocked with such health hazards as cigarettes and liquor, but 
| decided to drop in anyway. 


It was your typical, uncomfortably friendly environment. Bright lights, plants, bouquets of flowers, stuffed 
animals, and such, tons of cutesy fruitsy stickers and balloons screaming, "Get well soon!" in bombastic colors. 


All your stereotypical, cheesy crap. 


Needless to say | felt very out of place in there, although the old lady manning the cash register had a very 
nice perm the shade of blue candy floss topping her head. 


Candy floss, the thought made me grin as | eyed a row of stuffed animals. 
Duff always picked on me for that, calling it "candy floss" instead of "cotton candy." 


"| don't get it, Slash," he'd said one day at a faire we'd attended the day before a show in Tennessee. "Why 


‘candy floss? You've lived in America long enough, ya know. Why not call it what it's called?" 


"Because ‘candy floss’ is clearly superior to ‘cotton candy," I'd glowered, not persuaded as | exchanged money 
for candy floss from the vendor. "And at least | don't fucking call ‘soda’ ‘pop! What kinda shit is that? You 


aren't fuckin’ Canadian" 


Duff was appalled, his hands on his hips and his brows in the air. "And just what the fuck is wrong with 
Canadians? They are great, friendly people, Slash. You want a Canadian on your side ‘cause ya know they're 


always gonna have your back" 


"And you know they won't shoot you while you're makin’ your way across the border," | added, raising a 


knowing finger. "They'll just think you're a big, friendly Sasquatch on its annual forest migration" 


Duff socked me in the chest so hard | made a sound like a deflating balloon. He hooked two fingers and buried 
them into the candy floss, pulling away a gigantic wad that he shoved in his mouth, then failed to speak with 
dignity through his mouthful, "My mom's from the older generation, Slash, you know that. Shit just gets 
handed down, drilled into ya, and you can't help it" 


"Like how a ‘fridge’ is an ‘ice box," | chuckled, plucking my own spun sugar from the massive cloud. "So that's 


why ‘soda's' ‘pop.” 


Duff halted in his tracks. He snatched the back of my jacket and spun me around to glower with amused 


indignance, flirtatious though cautious since we were in public. "I'm gonna pop you, motherfucker.” 


"After I've eaten this," | negotiated, raising my fluffy deliciousness. "Then we'll go fight in an open field like 


drunk rednecks. Sound good?" 


"Got the drunk part right," Duff smirked. "And doin’ somethin’ else besides fighting in that field sounds good, 


too." 
| laughed and shook my head, thudding gently into his side as he put an arm around my shoulder. 


We strolled through muddy terrain, people chattering all around, the sounds of conversation buzzing and 
mingling with the goofy carnival music until he pointed excitedly to a white and red striped stand, the scent of 


fruit and fried food permeating from it. "Ooh! Funnel cake! C'mon!" 
As edgy and exhausted as | was, the memory made me smile, but the happiness was again fleeting. 


| wondered if we could still make memories like that without alcohol. | hoped with my entire being, inside and 


out, that it was still possible. 


In my recollection I'd been scanning the shelves of stuffed animals. It held teddy bears and cats and dogs in a 


few select colors, nothing truly exciting or unique. 


My tired, itchy eyes had come to focus on a dog, a black one, that looked a lot like Barney, the black lab I'd 
gotten Duff a few years back as a birthday present. As time marched on, it became obvious that Barney was 
a little..goofy. 


"You got me a leg humper, Slash! Goddamn it!" 


And a couch humper. And a pillow humper. And an everything-he-could-hump humper. Not even getting him 
fixed helped. | guess he's just a horny little fucker. 


But Duff loved him nonetheless, even if he thought the dog was a little off. 


| grabbed the little black pup from the shelf, smiling weakly at its shining onyx eyes and the little blue ribbon 
around its neck. A small, pink tongue protruded from its shining black muzzle, giving it a playful, sweet sort of 


look that had reminded me of Barney, and a bit of Duff himself. 


| tucked the dog beneath my arm, and on my way to the register | saw a small smattering of notebooks on 


display. 


| grabbed one, plus a two-pack of pens. It was almost instinctual. | had so much running in my mind, so many 
worries, doubts, and fears, so many things to dispel but no one to discuss them with, so | would write them. It 
was easier than talking, and it seemed I'd have plenty of time to jot down the thoughts whirling through my 


brain. 


Sure, the room had a TV, but | just wasn't up to it. | knew it wouldn't disturb Duff most likely, but | wanted 
him to heal. | wanted him to have the peace he required to recover. l.. | wanted him to wake up and talk to me, 


even if he was still angry with me, and for some reason | felt the silence, though consuming and gnawing, 


would help that. 


| made sure to step outside for another smoke before heading back upstairs, the gift shop bag dangling from 
my hand. | even spotted a lone pay phone nearby, dropped in a quarter and called my mom, who | knew would 


be in LA. 


She was shocked to hear of Duff's state, and worried sick, understandably. She listened to me ramble off 
details in a detached manner, my tone fixed and without emotion while | delivered the news, as it was easier to 


pretend everything was going to be alright when | felt like my world was falling apart at the seams. 


She listened attentively and didn't question me when | lied and said | was okay, that | was making it, and she 
even agreed to head over to our place and take care of the animals for us. Well, at least the dogs and Max, 


since we had a snake and reptile guy, who she also agreed to call, 


We had other friends that could feed our pets, but | found myself, even in a static state, a frozen one that | 
forced myself to limbo in lest | cease to function, reaching out to her. | guess | needed that maternal 
consolation. That..that relief that | hadn't had. An ear that | desperately needed, at least for a minute. Sure, 
laugh at me, but talking to my mom was nearly as easy as talking to Duff. 


"| love you," she said after my contrast of solid and scatterbrained babble, her tone resolute and comforting. 


"You call me if you need me, you promise?" 
M you p 


My throat was dry from recalling every detail, but mostly from hiding my bubbling emotions. It made my 
voice like sandpaper, "Yeah. Yeah, | will. | just.. l'm about to go back up there. l.. | just really want him to wake 


up. Even if he's pissed. | know the nurse said he'll be alright, but... But I." 


The dial pad on the phone became watery as | suppressed my breaking voice. | shut my eyes and quickly wiped 
away the tears that fell from them. 


"You want to see it for yourself," her voice was soothing, like when | woke up terrified from nightmares when | 
was a kid. "You won't take anybody's word for it until you see him awake for yourself, until he can interact 


with you and you know he's truly going to be okay.” 
"Y-- Yeah." | sniffled, nodding, pinching the bridge of my nose, somewhat embarrassed, but not caring that I'd 
cracked a little while talking to my mom. My inhale trembled with suppressed emotion, and | managed to admit, 


my tone faint as a whisper, "l. l'm.. l'm really scared, Mom." 


"| know, baby." How could a voice from a thousand miles away feel like such a comforting hug? "But stay 


positive. You have to. For you and for him. He's strong. He'll get through it. And you will, too." 
"l'm just." 


Every fiber of my being threatened to fall apart. | started to shake all over, not from drying out, but from 
the sheer amount of "What-ifs?" that had rolled through my mind for nearly a day. There were so many 


questions. So many things up in the air. So many..so many fences to mend that | hoped could be fixed and 
dreaded didn't stand a chance due to the circumstances. 


"l'm just scared. Things have been so rough between us. All the shit with the band, all the stress.. We just.. 
It's like we took it out on each other instead of.. Instead of banding together. And.. And he has to get clean. 
He'll. he'll die if he doesn't and.. And.. What if.. W-what if he.." 


There was no stopping the tremors. No stopping the cracking of my voice, helpless, hopeless, utterly dismayed, 
"What if he doesn't make it? What.. What'll | do? |. No matter what's happened, | love him and l.. | know neither 
of us are guilt-free, but.. B-but.." 


"Baby." 


"He's fuckin! everything to me, Mom! What if he gets clean and | can't? What if.. What if he can't do it and he 
dies? What if.. What if it breaks us apart even more? | just." 


The tears flowed freely now. | turned inward towards the pay phone, hiding from a group of three girls that 
passed by. | tried to shut myself up, but | couldn't. Everything was erupting, all from a mother's gentle 


concern. 


The summer breeze was frigidly cool on my face, making my tears feel like tiny icicles that sliced my cheeks. 
Thunder boomed overhead, a mass of clouds gathering above, a sign | hoped wasn't an ill omen. Rain and 
thunderstorms had always meant good things to us, and my every last atom was fighting for a positive 
meaning, for an optimistic boon instead of a negative harbinger. 


| felt like | was drowning, | felt like | was panicking, and | was. | couldn't calm down. | couldn't breathe. | just 
collapsed against the phone, my arm draped over the top, my face buried in my elbow, hiding my shame, my 


insanity, my grief, from the few people around me. 


But | wasn't wailing. | couldn't wail. | couldn't fully let go, though | knew | needed to. | was too raw. Too 
vulnerable. Too open. | didn't feel safe. Everything that gave me joy in my existance was threatened, yet | 


couldn't give in. | couldn't. Not yet. 


| wasn't crying, though | had been seconds before. My lungs burned, yet absorbed no oxygen. My head pounded 
and my mind spun while thinking nothing. | was heaving breaths and unable to speak, unable to answer my mom 
when she called my name, when she asked if | was okay, my mind so gone it was as if I'd hardly even heard 


her. 


My hand clutched at my chest, a tightening, constriction consuming it, crushing my lungs, and though | clawed, 
| found no relief. 


| realized | was having a panic attack. | had helped Duff through so many of them through the years, yet had 


never had one myself until then. 


Go figure. 


Its so easy to tell someone what to do when they're in the throes of panic. To make yourself do it is a 


completely other animal. 


| had no coach. | had no one beside me, holding me, comforting me, telling me they love me and helping me calm 
down. | had to do it alone. Well, mostly alone, my mother calmly frantic on the other side of the line, and my 


own words somehow surfacing in Duff's voice, the one he assumed to help talk me down from night terrors. 


Its okay. Youre okay. IHl pass. Distract yourself Smoke a cigarette. Focus on your breathing Hold my hand. Talk to 
me when you can Im here.. Youre not alone, baby. You'll be okay. Im right here..lm right here, Love, and Im not 


goin’ anywhere. 
Over and over again | mentally repeated the words, and slowly but surely | began to calm down. The muscles 


clenched in my back and torso relaxed. Oxygen, heavy with the weight of impending rain filled my lungs, and a 


few tears leaked down my face. They were sorrowful, but resigned, even exhausted. 
It was a strange feeling. My body actually hurt. | was mentally and physically tired, my limbs weak and shaky. 


My mom had gone silent, as had |, leaning limply against the phone, cool rain drops scantly speckling my skin, 
the sky becoming even darker, another low, thundering boom echoing off the building. 


"Uh, Mom?" | cleared my throat, trying to speak over the blowing wind with my hoarse voice. "lm... I'm gonna 


go. l'm.. 'm sorry. l'm just.. | love you. I'll let you know something when | do." 


And | hung up. | hardly waited for her to say goodbye before | darted back inside, back to the small, terminal 
captivity, back to where | needed to be, sweeping all of my broken, busted pieces under the rug. 


Because its easier to pretend nothing's wrong. Even if you feel lke you're dying, deny it. | have more important 
things fo worry about. More important things to do. Duffs suffering is more important than my own 


| had missed something when | got back to the room. | knew it because there was Hilla, right before shift 
change, draping the blanket over his shivering form. | noticed his gown was a new one, a soft sea green or 


turquoise instead of the light blue one he'd been in. 


| sat the gift shop bag in my seat beside Duff, glancing over at Hilla on the far side of the bed, who was 
gently rearranging the multiple IV lines. "| miss out on all the fun? Did he..did he wake up any?" 


Duff stirred at the sound of my voice, a small, hushed groan and a turn of his head to me, but other than 
that he didn't open his eyes or respond. 


Hilla shook her head, her voice low, "Not really. Just got him a little more cleaned up. He did say your name, 


though, so | think he knows you're here.” 


| turned a frown of pain into one of confusion, trying to hide the hurt because |'d missed it. I'd missed the 


opportuni o communicate, even iT iT nela only a mere chance oT success. 
pportunity + t f it held only hance of 


| helped Hilla get him tucked in the rest of the way, smoothing the blanket over him, and complimented her on 
her attentiveness. She just laughed and said, "That's my job!" which was true, but after the fiasco with the 
other bitch yesterday, Hilla was an angel made flesh. 


But when she was gone | didn't sink down into my chair or take up the pen and paper. | had to express in a 
different way, even if it might've been futile. | missed Duff, and even if he wouldn't respond, | had to talk to 


him. 


"Hey, | got you something.." | grabbed the plush animal from the bag and sat it beside his hip, out of the way. 
‘Its a little stuffed dog. Kinda looks like Barney." 


| stepped towards the head of the bed, carefully brushing a few strands of hair from his forehead, combing it 
as | talked to him, "It reminded me of him..and you. l'm.. I'm sorry | wasn't here earlier, baby. | had to eat 
something, even if it tasted like shit. You know how hospital food is, yeah? Had our fucking fill of it, it seems. 
But it's..it's worse this time, you know?" 


His color was better than the previous day. He wasn't so sickly pale, almost yellow. He had a tinge of color to 
his cheeks, a faint, healthy pinkness in the puffy, bloated flesh. His eyes didn't look so sunken, and the skin on 
his hand wasn't so tight when | took it in mine, gently dragging my thumb over the top of it, soothing myself 


and wondering if he could hear me, if he could feel me. 
A hot, sorrowful tear trickled its way down my cheek and soaked into my shirt. 


Suddenly the previous pitter-patter of rain pounded against the window and torrents of rain came down in 


sheets against it, fat, heavy droplets racing their way down the glass. 


‘I'm so worried about you, baby," | sniffled, swiftly swiping away another tear. "So's my mom. | talked to her a 
few minutes ago and l.. | just lost it. | fuckin’ fell apart, then | freaked out. l'm.. lim not proud of it, you know? 
But l.. | feel so alone. | have ever since.. Ever since | left. And l'm so sorry about that, baby. If.. If I'd stayed, 
maybe.. Maybe | could've.. | could've helped" 


| looked away briefly, from his face, to the gushing rain, then back to him, trying to remain strong, though | 
didn't feel it. 


"But l'm so worried. l'm so.'m so scared, Duff. You know it's not easy for me to admit that. It's.. It goes 
against my nature. Weakness. | can't show it. | can't be it. But | can't help it" 


| glanced away again, down at my feet, the heat of shame and guilt warm in my gut. 


| had a panic attack earlier, you know?" | paused to laugh, breathy, wry, disbelieving, almost a scoff. "| couldn't 
believe it when | realized. And when | did, | thought about all those times, how you say you hate yourself when 
you have them. How they make you feel weak. Inferior. How you feel like you're broken and defective. It's.it's 
hard for me to put into words, but.. | just felt nothing but emptiness..empty fear, empty terror. | couldn't 
breathe. | couldn't think. It was like that one time we were dicking around at that frozen pond, remember? And 


| kept fucking around runnin’ around on the ice, ignoring you, then | fell in | froze. Literally. Figuratively. It was a 
lot like that. Everything hurt. | felt like death, but icy, and.and just.empty. |, | don't know how else to say it, 
baby. 


"But | feel like | understand now. | can't just empathize. | can sympathize. | don't know how you do it, you know? 
One time. One time it happened, and | feel.. | feel like | got dragged under a truck. | hurt. My back, my chest, 
my legs, everything. And--" 

"Slash?" 


The soft, croaky call of my voice halted me in my tracks. It was thick and groggy, hushed and elongated, like a 
dying man's last request. 


Fright rooted itself in my stomach. | drew a deep, shaky breath, feeling the hand in mine constrict slightly, and 
the closed eyes | had been watching open to me. They glistened, but with sleep, drugs, or pain | couldn't tell, 
until a single tear traced down his puffy cheek. 

His lips parted, and | had just noticed they were so dry they threatened to crack. He managed to dampen them, 
a slow, lethargic swipe of his tongue, his gaze focusing, his lips quivering, the word so faint and hoarse it was 
heartbreaking. 

"H-- Hurts." 

My stomach muscles clenched like iron. | unsuccessfully fought off a sob. 

"I know, sweetheart. | know, baby," My voice was as feeble as his, a mournful whisper. | tried to soothe him, 
petting his head, holding his hand, our clasp trembling, unable to take my eyes from his, so relieved, and so, so, 
worried and pained. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, sweetheart." 

His lower lip trembled, and he managed one more word, one that shattered my heart like a pane of glass. 


"Scared." 


Duff was just as much of a hardass as | was, and his own admittance, even a drug and pain-addled one, was 


almost more than | could bear. 


"| know," | repeated miserably, tenderly wiping another tear from his cheek, ignoring my own that freely flowed. 


"And it's.. Its okay to be scared, baby. But you're gonna be okay, you hear? You're gonna make it. Even if it 
hurts. You'll be okay. You're a tough motherfucker, right? You got this, sweetheart. | know you do." 


When he spoke this time, it was a complete sentence, inaudible, not even whispered, the only sounds to be 


heard were, "I," a W sound, and, "die." 

His lips read: "| wanna die. Hurts." 

| nodded in acknowledgement, my soft, stifled sob ghosting in the room. 

"| know," was all | could say, locked onto those eyes that pleaded, so full of pain and confusion, so hazy and lost. 


| sucked up my courage and tears. | cleared my throat, still smoothing his hair, still holding his hand. "I know. | 
know, My Love, | know. And I'm sorry. But.but please.. Don't leave me. Promise you won't. I. | know | have no 
right, Duff, but please.. Don't go. Don't.. Don't let go. | love you. | love you so fuckin’ much, and | always will 


Please...” 
His eyes shone. Another tear drop fell, squeezed out by his shutting eyes, and he was gone. 


There was no ominous flatline. There was no change in anything, other than him being back to sleep, back to 


unconsciousness, his dark lashes glittering with tears, his pasty skin shining with their trails. 


How could | be so relieved and so dismayed? He'd talked to me, so that was good, right? But.. But as much as 
it hurt, | wanted more. It was wrong of me to expect it, | knew that, but..even this tiny glimpse of 


conversation, of communication, slaked a thirst, but it made me yearn for even more. 


He was there. He knew | was there. He could hear me, see me, and talk with me. So l.. | knew he was okay, but | 


didn't want him to just be okay. 


It was another moment | wished for that magic wand. Just one wave. One little, tiny flick, and everything would 
be better. There'd be no pain, no confusion, no hurt. Just us, back to the way we used to be. The way we 


should be. 


| bent down and pressed a soft kiss to his forehead. To my surprise he made a relaxed sound, a sound that, 
though exhausted, was so pleasant, almost happy. 


| wanted to bawl, to launch into a cry for the ages. | wanted to completely lose it, but | felt like | couldn't. | had 
a mental block, and I'm not just talking about the normal "male" mental-cry-block. Chicks can have their good 
cry and get over it usually, but most men can't. Most of the time, even if we need it, we are physically 
incapable of that emotional release unless it's something severely traumatizing, or it's under just the right 


circumstances. 


| felt like | had to be strong. | felt like | had to be the hero, even if | saw myself as the villain Duff needed me, 


and if he came to, | couldn't be a mess. | could cry a little, but | couldn't be a bitch. 
| knew it would come sooner or later. | just didn't realize how soon it would be, or who would help it along. 


| was tired. | was physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausted. | wasn't used to waking up at six in the 
fucking morning after staying up all night. And there it was, a little after nine AM, and | was laying back down 
on the hard recliner, it's vinyl-covered cushions squeaking obnoxiously as | struggled for a comfortable 


position, snuggled beneath a shitty hospital blanket that smelled like lingering hints of insulin and bleach. 


It was easier to find half-assed comfort, even in my state of hovering despair. I'd found a little hope, a little 
happiness, despite our dolorous conversation. He was there. He knew | was there, even if he was still in and out 
of the meds. As wary and depressed as | was, | found it fortuitous, and that small glimmer of fortune allowed 


me desperately needed sleep. 


Knock, knock, knock. 


| stirred beneath the blanket at the soft rap of knuckles on wood. | almost wanted to yell, "Go away!" to the 


housekeeper before | remembered where | was. 


| pulled the blanket from over my head, removing the hand I'd rested on Duff's thigh to rub wearily at my 
face, peering sleepily over to the door that slowly cracked open, sending a beam of white, florescent light 


blaring into the room, which had only been illuminated by a nightlight above the bed and what little light the 
lamps in the parking lot had allowed though the dark, stormy afternoon 


| glanced to the clock, yawning as | observed the time: five thirty six in the evening. 


I'd been out for a long time in a dreamless sleep, which | suppose wasn't a bad thing considering all the terrors 


that could've very easily slipped within 


Before | could turn back to the door, | heard a faint squeaking, like spinning wheels, then, "Hello, dear. | didn't 
expect you here so soon!" and "Hey, man, what's goin’ on?" in hushed tones, exactly what you'd expect to hear 
in a hospital setting. 


| wasn't sure if | was more relieved or terrified. It was Alice, Duff's mom, and his brother, Matt. Though she 
was in a wheelchair, she was always in good spirits. Her health was rapidly declining, yet she always had such a 


positive air about her. 


| was definitely relieved, now that | think about it. | wasn't alone anymore. There were people | knew there, 
people | considered myself close to, no matter the distance. | was amongst family, amongst people who always 


supported me, who always supported us. 


The tiny squeaks got closer, and Alice apologized, "Sorry for waking you. How've you been, sweetie?" 


"No, | needed to get up. It's alright" | shook my head, then raised my arms into the air to stretch, nearly 


every joint cracking as | groaned, "Been.better, | guess. Um, how..how're you, Mom?" 


| wadded up my blanket and stood, tossing it back to the chair before | went over to hug her, and then Matt, 


a sense of unspoken solidarity in the room. 


Matt seemed like he could hardly look at Duff without getting emotional, but Alice on the other hand peered 


with a sort of confidence, a soft concern, an understanding, a hope. 


"Oh, just hopin’. Prayin’," she replied, her eyes shifting from her son to me, her gaze kind. "When‘d you get 


here?" 


"Yesterday, about this time," | replied, not bothering to take my seat. "Andy called, you know. | left as soon as | 
heard, but | got swamped at Sea-Tac, and traffic was bad, plus l.. | had to make a stop before | got here, so it 


took a few hours." 


Alice nodded, weaving her fingers together and resting them on her lap. "We were here early in the morning. 
You know it's so hard to get out when," she flourished her hands to her wheelchair. "It's a real pain in the ass, 


really." 


| chuckled at her profanity. She always seemed to sweet and proper, yet she had this laid backness to her that 


| admired. She was the kind of lady to serve you tea and sweets, then cuss and discuss nearly anything with 


you : 


Matt was uneasy. He shifted from foot to foot, avoiding the bed and grimacing each time Duff would make a 


sound, usually a sighing groan or whimpering through a painful flare. 

"Slash, do you want something to eat?" He asked, averting his gaze from his brother and scratching the side of 
his face, clearly anxious. "| take it you've only had hospital food if anything at all. | can grab you somethin’ real 
quick if you'd like, bro." 

"Yeah. Yeah, that'd be cool," | nodded, reaching for my wallet. | handed him a fifty, which he tried to reject, but 


when | told him | wanted a carton of smokes and uncomfortably requested a personal stockpile of whiskey, he 


understood. 
"Mom," he looked down at Alice after burying the money in his wallet. "You wanna go or..?" 


"| just got here,” Alice frowned, peering up at her son as if he were stupid. "| came to visit, and that's exactly 
what l'm gonna do." 


She reached over and patted his side, insisting, "Take your time. Take your time. We aren't going anywhere, are 


we, dear?" She looked my way, inquisitive. 
| shook my head, forcing a small, awkward smile. 


Matt asked me what | wanted to eat, to which | shrugged, "Whatever. I'm not picky," which was the truth, and 


he was gone in a flash. 


The room had settled into a hush, even Duff's quiet sounds of agony had fallen silent. | wondered if he was 
listening or if he was managing to get some decent rest when Alice waved me over, beckoning me with a 


gnarled, trembling hand. 


| moved my chair from Duff's bedside to beside her, settling down, feeling myself instantly itch for a cigarette 
when she asked, "How've you been? How've you really been?" 


| drew a long breath, my lungs shivering as much as Duff's limbs on the exhale. 


'Ive.. Pretty shitty," | admitted, wringing my hands together and hanging my head. "Things have been bad 


since..since | left. | don't know if you know--" 


"| do." | raised my eyes enough to see her nod, then quickly hid behind my curls, ashamed. "You did what you 
thought was right, Slash. You can't blame yourself for this." 


"|, | feel like it's my fault," | whispered, my tangled fingers weaving faster, more forcefully, so that my joints 
cracked. "I feel like.. Like, if I'd been there, you know? l.. But | couldn't do it and now.. Now..." 


| waved a hand to the bed, to the sick man in it, the one | loved, the one who | told | would always be there, 
the one | felt like | betrayed. 


"| feel like | fucked up. Like | could've saved him. Things have been so hard.. Axl's been a nightmare. There's 
fighting in the band. He..he made us sign the name over to him, and | just.. We just.. We're so tired, Mom. 
We're so tired of fighting, of trying to get through to Axl and everyone, but we fought each other and it.. 


Look. It's damn near killed him." 


More tears (| was so fucking sick of tears) welled in my eyes as | said, filled with tangible, black dread, "And it 
still just might." 


| covered my face with my hands, my shoulders shivering, my wall breaking, finally crumbling when a 
comforting hand found its way to my quivering back 


| had never cried in front of Alice, and | made it a point not to cry in front of anyone but Duff or Axl (well, at 
least when we were closer, when we were friends and brothers, not just faint shadows of "business partners" 


like we were now), but | couldn't help it. 


| soon found myself kneeling before her, held in her embrace, like a helpless, terrified child, crying freely, a 
hard, wailing sob that hurt my throat and soaked her shoulder, that | knew the entire floor would hear, but | 


didn't care. 


She listened to me babble, answered my questions, no matter how stupid, no matter how irrational. She listened 
to me blame myself, she listened to me mourn and lament how | was afraid to lose him, afraid that he 
wouldn't love me if he recovered She let me yammer incoherently through my misery, words unintelligible 
murmured though incessant tears. She rocked me, she patted my back, and smoothed my hair, never judging, 
never once belittling. Just comforting. Being there for me in a way no one else at that moment could, even my 


own mother, who was a thousand miles away. 


| knew the instant I'd met Alice that she was were Duff got his sweet nature from, and maybe, just maybe 
that was what had made me break. Maybe it was because | wasn't alone. Or maybe it was because she had 


just as much to lose as | did. 


It felt like hours, hours upon hours strung on the clock, eons worth of sobbing, of sniffling, of sucking down 


sickening amounts of snot and soaking my face to the bone with tears that | began to calm down. 


My lungs were on fire, just like my eyes, but | managed to pull myself together. | sat back on my heels, wiped 
my face clean of the sogginess the best | could, a heat stinging my cheeks as | studied the floor between Alice 
and myself. | began to fidget again, self-conscious, a few shivers, a few rogue, heaving sobs retching from me 
as | forced my breaths to calm, constantly sniffing, always dragging my damp palm over my face, the flow of 


tears never ending, even in my ensuing calm. 


| inhaled softly, and it still trembled, but | managed to smoothly say, "l. l'm sorry. | feel like | should be 
comforting you, and..and here | am. Being a big fucking baby when | should be there for you--" 


She raised a hand, cutting me off. My gaze rose, and | saw she'd been doing her own share of crying, silent, 


her face stoic, yet shining with tears. 


"You need it more," she replied simply, reaching over to push curtains of hair from my face, nearly exactly 


like Duff did when he didn't want me to hide from him. "There's no shame in that, sweetie." 


"B-but.." | glanced to the bed, managing to silent a sob that heaved from my stomach. "Thats your baby boy 
over there, Alice. That's.. That's your little Duff, you know? He's--" 


"And he's your Duff, too." She placed a hand on my shoulder, her watery gaze strong, yet soft. "Here..." 


| hadn't noticed a purse tucked by her side, but she pulled it out, balanced it on her lap and quickly dug 


through it. After a few seconds emerged a photograph, one | knew had been taken, but I'd never seen before. 


She passed it to me, a grin of radiance on her face. "Remember this?" 


| took it from her, a broad smile slowly creeping across my face as | studied the image. 
| sure did remember it. 


It was from our first Christmas in Seattle. It snowed that year, enough that it actually stuck around for the 
few days we were up there. IT was a photo she'd snapped of me and Duff romping around in the snow, since it 


was the first time I'd ever seen it, much less played in it. 


She'd caught us in a candid moment, Duff busting a snowball over my head while we wrestled on the ground, 
both of us laughing, overjoyed and covered in snow, bundled in our warm clothes, Duff in his leather jacket and 
red scarf I'd bought him, and me battened down in a fucking parka. 


Like the chilly httle Eskimo ya are, Slash Aww..” 


It was one of those perfect moments in time, captured flawlessly. She'd called our names, and we looked up in 
sync, both laughing in our shared hold. Just a split second later we were growling and tumbling all over the 
lawn, trying to shove snow down each other's clothes and mashing it in the other's hair, but that moment, 


that photo.. 


"These," Alice gently interrupted my thoughts, tapping the photo with a finger, "these are the times you have 
to remember during these times. They don't make it better, but they'll make it a little easier, even if it hurts 
to recall. Sounds like bullshit, but it works." 


| smiled even wider, and for once it wasn't painful. For the first time in days my heart felt lighter, even if it 
was for a minute, and even if the Duff lying in that bed didn't look anything like the one in the photo taken a 


mere six years ago, he was still the same person, and | still loved him. 


"Thank you," | whispered, my eyes teary for a reason other than misery. "Thank you so much for this, Mom. 
For everything.” 


| rose and gave her the strongest hug | could without causing her pain, which turned out to be quite a 


powerful one, as she embraced me in return, just as resolute, just as comforting. 


"You're welcome," she replied smiling and patting my back. "And you know that boy loves you more than 
anything in the world, right? No matter what was said or done, he adores you. He's been just as concerned 
about you as you were about him. He just didn't know what to do about it. But now.. Now maybe you two can 


figure it out on your own" 


| sank into the chair beside her, my eyes glued to the picture. "You..you think so? You think he..we can make 


it?" 


"I know so," she nodded confidently, gently patting my arm. "I have faith. | have a feeling. He's stronger than he 
gives himself credit for; he's always been that way. He'll pull through. | know he will. That you will." 


| gave her a watery smile, then quickly resumed my face when three knocks rapped upon the door. 


"That was fast," Alice grinned when Matt walked through the threshold, arms laden with two bags from the 


liquor store and one bearing a red Chinese dragon logo. 


"Yeah, | didn't have to go far," he replied, eyes quickly gliding away from the bed to me as he stepped inside 


and passed me the bags. "Got you some noodles and orange chicken. Generic, but | wasn't sure what you'd like." 
"Nah, that's just fine, man," | smiled a little, taking the bags. 


| resisted the urge to crack open a fresh bottle of whiskey, instead twisting the lid from a bottle of Coke from 
a cool six-pack and downing a few sips of it. The carbonation burned about as much as the liquor, so that 


would have to do until | was alone and could guilt-drink 
Matt managed some small talk with Alice and myself, but mostly stayed quiet and uncomfortable, like a bird 
whose feathers were ruffled by a frigid wind, but it wasn't long before Alice proclaimed she was tired and 


wished to head home. | could understand it. At her age and in her health, getting out was a hell of an endeavor. 


| rolled her to Duff's bedside per her request, and she talked quietly to him, her withered hand on his, gentle 
and strong for a couple minutes, then Matt took over, wheeling her through the door while | held it open. 


Right before they left the threshold, a small, weak voice rasped, "Bye. Love you." 


| glanced over to the bed, and Duff's head was turned our way, a hand hovering a few inches above the bed, 
two fingers bobbing in a feeble wave. 


| heard Matt turn a whimper of a sob into a rumbling throat clear, but Alice just smiled and waved to the 


bed, "Love you, too. We'll see you soon, sweetie.” 


It was another moment that made me hunger for interaction. | wasn't going to slam the door shut, but | sure 


as hell wasn't going to take my sweet time closing it after their departure. 


Duff was still lingering, still drifting between states of consciousness, his foggy gaze on me as | pulled my chair 
over, sitting down, eager to speak, but afraid to. 


One puffy hand was stroking the stuffed dog, then it reached to me the instant I'd sat down, the fingers again 


waving limply, beckoning. 
| took the hand offered, careful, so careful not to hurt him. 


| watched, my breath sucked in, the air going stale in my lungs as he slowly blinked, his lids growing heavier 
with the more seconds that passed, his hand squeezing, gentle, strong, even behind the pain and frailty in his 


touch. 


"l'm sorry," the words slowly croaked, creaking like ancient tree limbs in a dangerous wind. "l.. | love you, Slash. 


l'm sorry... 


Every bit of me wanted to jump at the opportunity, to tell him he had nothing to be sorry for, to pour my 


heart out without an ounce of self-consciousness, but | couldn't. 


He was gone again. Just like that. His hand weakened in mine, his fingers icy, only growing warm from my body 


heat. 


| wasn't used to that. | wasn't used to Duff being so cold, so..deathly. He was always so warm | called him "my 
little heater." It.it scared me. In my mind | knew it was likely from his being sick and from the amount of fluids 


being pushed into him, but | couldn't help but fear. 
| hate the unknown. The definition of life is risk, but this was a big risk, and | loathed it. 


He stirred a few more times that day, not saying much, just reaching for my hand, his voice scratchy and 


faint, broken sentences spoken through dried lips | tried to constantly keep balm on 


| managed to eat, and the food wasn't so ashen in my mouth. Matt had snagged a flask for me at the liquor 
store, so that helped because | could quickly sneak swigs around the hospital without being so blatant about it, 
and | even made me a few Jack and Cokes when | was in the room, rationing my supply, shamefully sipping and 
averting my eyes from Duff as | busied myself scribbling in the notebook, always taking up the chance to 
reassure him | was there when he looked for me, in turn reassuring myself with the scant fragments of our 


conversations. 


Sleep came a little easier that night, though | was still awake into the wee hours of the morning, my constant 


companions the pattering of rain on the window and Duff's quiet, rasped apologies, always followed with, "I love 


you. 


| didn't mind when he woke me up. | didn't mind when Hilla would do her rounds because he managed to answer 
a few of her simple questions. He was coming around, and | hoped the next day would only bring him around 


more. 


Chapter Four 


Author's Notes: 
Dude, the concert was BADASS. A bunch of us Harvey survivors needed that! 


Seven thirty in the morning? Again? Jesus, tuck 


| wasn't sure what | was growing tired of more, early wake ups after getting a shit for sleep, or the godawful 


chair they'd bought for me to fight for said sleep in 


Either way, | was up. The sun was shining through the plastic blinds, a weak, dreary morning light through 
heavy, drowsy clouds, and after a long night of Duff murmuring in his limbo, he'd quieted down enough to get 


some rest. 


His mutterings had become less pained, though he clutched at his stomach, whimpering and writhing routinely, 
but he'd managed some normal sleep talking. It wasn't the usual goofy shit he'd say, but | caught calls of my 
name, requests for Chloe and his mom, and once he even said something about a dry pork chop with a 
disgusted face, so | took that as a good sign, even as addled as he was. If it's one thing Duff hates more than 
small, yappy dogs, it's a dry ass pork chop. 


It took some self-persuading to drag my ass from that monstrosity of an insult the hospital tried to pass off 
as a bed, but with the crick in my neck and the aches in my back it was a no-brainer. | wasn't positive if | 
hurt more from the reclining chair or the panic attack I'd had the day before, but | knew one thing | wanted 
and finally felt up to: a shower. 


There's something so cleansing about a shower, isn't there? Even in my shitty mental state the hot water was 
an immense relief, like along with the days of accumulated filth on my body washing away, some of the stress 
and weight on my shoulders went down the drain with it. | certainly spent more time in that large, white tiled 


walk-in stall that | normally would, simply because it provided me with some relaxation. 


| was grateful I'd thrown a couple pairs of jeans in my duffel bag, seeing as the ones I'd worn to Seattle I'd 
been wearing for days and days before. | had even slept in them at home when | passed out after drinking 
myself to sleep, and thankfully I'd managed to avoid pissing myself, so even if | looked like a homeless case, | 
didn't smell like one. Well, maybe with the stench of despair and BO. noxiously clouding around me, sure, but at 
least | didn't smell like piss along with it. 


Upon emerging from the relative comfort of the steaming abode, | found one of those shitty single-blade 
hospital-grade razors sitting beside the sink in the bathroom, along with a small can of shaving cream, and rid 
myself of a few days worth of stubble that was beginning to itch and drive me crazy. Hell, | even brushed my 
teeth, too. Anything for a morale boost at that point. 


Plus | could restock at the nurse's station for Duff's own needs whenever the moment arrived. He was getting 
a bit stubbly, too, though his grows in much slower than mine does. As bad as he was shaking | would most 
likely slice his throat instead of ridding him of his peach fuzz, but if the mood struck, | could at least take 


care of it if he so chose. 
Though | tried to clean myself up, | still felt zombie-like, doomed to autopilot despite my self-care. 


| couldn't think about much but what was at hand. It was like hovering just above the ground, kicking and 
fighting gravity to achieve a foothold. | knew what was going on, | knew where | was, how | was doing and how 
Duff was doing, but things lacked a sense of reality. Though dire, things felt surreal, like | was wedged in a 
dream state, fated to wander though life in more of a haze than | normally did, unable to find the answers and 


interaction | needed to snap to clarity. 


As | made my way back to the room, to shove my dirty clothes in the bottom of my bag, | found myself 
wishing Duff would wake up, that he would magically rouse and laugh at me for having my hair confined in my 


"black magic towel." 


Alas, nothing happened, even as | stared longingly at his still frame in the bed. He was sound out, which | 
suppose was good in and of itself, but fuck, | wished he'd surface. All those little annoyances and things he 
picked on me for | would gladly take, just to know he was okay. 


| made sure to refill my drained flask and sneak a few healthy swallows out of Duffs sight before | grabbed 
my smokes and headed downstairs, but before | could even reach the door after kissing his forehead, returned 


to its usual, mild temperature, a shrill screech made both him and myself jump. 


He definitely stirred this time, to my surprise releasing a heated, agitated growl, twisting in place and 
murmuring with shocking clarity, "Shut the fuck up" 


| let out a soft, "Shit," and stumbled over the chair beside the bed, quickly making my way to the phone that 


was ringing much, much too loud for my preferred hospital silence. 


| managed to apologize and shush Duff back to calm before | picked up, irate with the intrusion, but trying to 


be polite when | answered, "Hello?" 
"Hey, Slash? Hey, how's he doin?" 
| almost dropped the receiver to the floor. My brows shot up and my jaw nearly unhinged as | stared at Duff, 
who'd managed to fall back to sleep. | ached to tell him, "Holy shit, you'll never believe who it is!” even though | 


knew it was fruitless. 


It was one of the last people I'd ever imagine would call. 


"Uh... Ax? Um, hey, man" | kept my voice soft and unobtrusive, sinking back into the hellish, squeaky vinyl 


chair, shaking my head, stunned. 


My fingers restlessly tapped my knee, and | rearranged the towel on my head to nestle the phone to my 
shoulder. "He's..he's making it, | guess. He seems to do a little better each day, but he's.. He's been in and out. 


Mostly out." 
"Oh, shit." | could hear the frown in his voice over the phone. "What'd the doctor say?" 


"Haven't really seen the doc," | sighed, fiddling with the frayed edges of a rip in the denim on my thigh. “But his 
nurse, at least the good one, said he should be fine. His pancreas blew up, you know? They got him on all kinds 
of fluids, antibiotics and shit, but it's kinda up to him to pull through. Pain meds aren't workin’ for shit, but 
every day he's a little.a little more coherent. He talked to me a little yesterday. Nothing really..really 
comprehensive or anything, but it was more than | had when | got here. Until then he just kinda said my name, 
but yesterday he apologized and said he loved me. Plus he talked some in his sleep, so..so that's good, | guess..." 


"Fuck." He sighed, and | could imagine him dragging a clawed hand over the side of his face. 


| could tell he was getting ready to say something, but in a moment of clarity and confusion | interjected, 
"Wait.. How'd you know? How'd you know what happened? That | was here?" 


A small, puffing laugh drifted through the line. "Word travels fast. And of course you'd be there. You think it 


if was Izzy, | wouldn't be there in a flash, no matter our shit? Bet you hopped a plane as soon as you heard” 


"Yeah, | did" | grimaced, studying the floor between my boots as | leaned forward, resting my elbows on my 


knees. "His buddy Andy called, and | hardly even locked the house before | left” 


A small, oddly easy silence fell between us, lasting a few seconds before he asked, a surprising amount of 


concern in his voice, "And how are you, Slash?" 


| felt myself shut down my emotions on a dime. Due to our..squabbles, | wasn't comfortable broaching the 


subject. 
"l'm fine. l'm alright." 


"Bullshit," Axl snipped, though kindly. "The motherfucker you've been head over heels for for years is having a 
fucking brush with death. How are you?" 


"I'm." My throat dried like a desert, arid and harsh, though my eyes threatened to betray me at his 
insistence. "I'm..making it. Dealing with it. m.m fucked up, you know, but.. But he needs me. When he comes to 


| gotta be alright. He's.. He's gonna need me, and | can't be a fucking mess, even if | feel like it." 


Scratching, possibly like stubble or a beard rubbing against the phone sounded. "You died in his arms, Slash. 


Don't fuckin’ let him down" 


My hackles raised with a rush of angry blood. | shifted in my chair as | bristled at the insinuation, though | 


knew that in Axl's own way he was trying to be supportive. 
‘lm not," | declared, firm and ironclad, my jaw clenched. "I'm here, and l'm not goin’ fuckin’ anywhere." 


The springs beneath Duff's bed creaked. | glanced up to see his head turning, his arms around his stomach, his 
eyes shut, his body tense and squirming as he hoarsely rasped, "Don't go. Slash, don'-- Don't go... 


"Hey, hey," | hushed my voice, rubbing his forearm with a soothing hand, cautious to avoid yanking on his IV. 
‘lm right here. Hey, you hear me? It's okay, baby. I'm right here.." 


We'd been doing that all right. | wasn't sure if he got a bad flare of pain, or maybe a moment of lucidity and 
didn't know where he was, or hell, perhaps even the complete opposite, a moment of complete disorientation 
and | was the one thing he latched on to, but | could always reassure him and calm him in seconds. 


Sure enough he settled down, groaning softly, his hands on his injured belly, his face turned my way, eyes ever 


closed. 


"He knows you're there," Axl quietly said, the flick of a lighter following his words. "He sounds like shit, but | 
bet he knows." 


"Yeah, maybe." | shrugged to no one, still patting Duffs arm. "I still don't know how much he's in there.. He 
could be totally fuckin’ out of it and just think it's all a dream." 


"You know he's gonna snap to eventually, right?" Axl's voice was sucked in, like he was talking through a lungful 
of pot. Fuck, | wished | had a joint right about then to take the edge off a little. "When he does, who knows how 


he'll react." 


"I hope well" | groaned with stress and dragged a hand over my face, feeling the itch for a smoke | had yet to 
have that morning set in. "But when he does, I'll be here. | wanna be the first person he sees, that he talks to. 
Even if.even if he's still pissed" 


"He won't be," Axl sounded relatively positive through his exhale. "Prolly be pretty freaked out, but | bet he'll 
be glad to see you." 


"God, | hope so," | lamented, frowning with concern at my unconscious Duff before me. "And | hope it's soon. l'm 
gettin’ worried. | just.. | just want him to talk to me, you know? Even if.even if it's bad, | just want him to 
know | care..that I'm here for him." 


"I hear ya" More scratchy sounds came through the phone. More nodding, | supposed. "But hey, man, I'm gonna 
get offa here and get some sleep. Sorry if | woke you up, but | wanted to call and check in" 


"No, you're fine. Actually | just got outta the shower and lm gonna go get some breakfast from the cafeteria" 
"Alright. Well, keep in touch. Let me know what's goin’ on when you know" 

"Yeah... Yeah, | will. And, um, thanks, man. Means a lot 

"No problem. Catch ya later: 

‘Later. 

| sat the phone in the cradle as quietly as | could, still in a small state of shock from our conversation 


Even with our drama, Axl's concern was touching. It was pretty neat to hear from him, and it was on my mind 


through my entire meal, an omelette with a ton of picante sauce, that didn't taste too terrible. 


| lollygagged a bit that morning, having several cups of strong, spiked coffee and reading The Seattle Times, 
munching on a bowl of fruit and some pretty good sweet breakfast pastries as a kind of dessert. My shower 
and interaction with Duff put me at ease more so than I'd been the previous day, so | was content to take a 


little more time for myself, even if every few seconds Duff popped into my thoughts. 

It was when | was outside smoking that | got a sudden pang of urgency that something was wrong. 
No, no. That something had changed 

It was a tugging nag in the back of my mind. Like | knew. 


| didn't run, but | didn't walk either. It was like trying to force myself not to anticipate, to reserve a tiny bit of 
myself, to expect my hopes to be dashed. 


But they weren't. 


| returned to that heavy door, to the same sickly, yellow, faded stain with the wood grain pattern | could 


flawlessly replicate. 


| breathed, deep and steady in preparation, and upon pushing the door open it gently squeaked, revealing the 
light mounted above the bed illuminated, and a familiar, tall figure sitting propped up in bed, his right hand on 
his stomach, the thumb of the other weakly, mindlessly stroking the black stuffed dog, his eyes, heavily lidded 
in his still-puffy face, glued to an array of soft solids on a rolling table before him, hovering above his knees. 
He stared at the tray blankly, a look of nausea peeking through the pain and medication delirium. He didn't seem 


to have heard my entrance. 


"Duff?" The disbelief in my whispering voice was tangible, then absolutely overrun with relief. "Duff!" 


His head slowly turned my way, a look of shock gradually taking over his slack features as | bolted to his side, 
eager to take him in my arms and squeeze him half to death, completely overjoyed and relieved, but | 


restrained myself. 


| had a million questions. | had a million things | wanted to say, a million hugs | wanted a give, a million kisses | 
wanted to gift, but | settled for the gentlest, easiest hug | could and the most tender kiss | could place on his 
cheek, hardly able to do it through the gigantic grin on my lips, my heart lighter than it had been for months. 


"You're awake!" | pulled back, keeping my voice soft, even in my beaming exhilaration, brushing small, fallen 
strands of his hair from his face. "I've been so worried, baby! Holy shit, | can't believe it! Are you.. How, how 
are you, sweetheart? Are you okay? Are you alright?" 


Duff didn't respond. There was still that glaze of incredulous astonishment in his eyes, like he'd seen a ghost 
and couldn't process it. He was still despite his quakes. He didn't pull away or flinch. He just stared at me, his 


eyes round and enormous, the sight of his undilated pupils strange to me. 
Instead, | felt myself shrink away. | cautiously and carefully removed my arms from around him, slinking away 
backwards to sit in the chair by his side, and upon my ass meeting the seat, | realized that there wasn't only 


surprise in his eyes, but fear. 


His brows slowly, sadly knit together, then he looked away, looking down at his untouched tray of food. His eyes 
glittered, and he blinked, a tear tracing its way down the side of his face. 


"Why." He blinked again, another tear falling, his low, groggy voice broken, defeated, ashamed. "Why're you here, 
Slash?" 


My previous happiness drained like someone had gashed an artery, leaving me feeling as pale and pallid as he 


appeared. 


Now | looked down, down to my woven fingers, like I'd been chastised, whipped into submission. But there wasn't 


malevolence in his voice. Not anger, either. It was more disbelief. Shame. Embarrassment. Self-loathing. 


| drew a breath, taking to chance to reach to the bed to rest my hand on his thigh, raising my eyes to him, 


my tone honest, "For you. Because | love you. Do | need another reason?" 


Duff's caved shoulders slumped so far he threatened to collapse in on himself. His gaze turned further away, 
to the windows, to the drizzling Seattle rain misting down the glass. 


"Y-you shouldn't be here," his feeble voice slightly cracked, his frame shaking, whether with emotions, D.Ts, or 
both, | wasn't positive. "N-not after..ya know." 


"Bullshit," | said softly, concernedly. 


| rose and dropped the crash bar on the side of the bed, then pushed the rolling table to the foot of the bed 


so | could sit beside him. 


He didn't return my gaze, but he did move the stuffed dog from one side to the other so | had a clear seat. 


His movements were lethargic and drugged out, his averted gaze heavy and exhausted and pained. 
He wanted me there, that was clear, but there was no denying the penitent demeanor around him. 


"Hey." | carefully, tenderly took his face in my hands, like | was cradling something precious and fragile. And | 


guess | was. "Hey, look at me.. Look at me, please? Don't hide from me, sweetheart..” 

He followed the gentle pull of my grip, though his eyes immediately dropped between us. His skin had lost some 
of its tightness. It wasn't so swollen, so taught | thought itd split in my hands, but his eyes were still slightly 
sunken, his cheeks red and mottled in his otherwise blanched face. 

"Baby." My tone was so soft, so heartbroken my eyes watered with the stir of emotion within me. "Please.." 


Our gazes finally met, mine concerned and eager, Duff's broken and timid. 


Broken was the perfect word for it. Shattered. Not even "defeated" could properly describe the pain in his eyes. 
They held so many types of hurt, so many unspoken words, so many fears and questions. 


They weren't even their usual soft green, like fresh spring grass, or even the deep, happy emerald I'd come to 


know and love. They were nearly grey, like battered, corroded copper. 


Even as devastated as he was he held my gaze. He didn't have to physically shrink or look away for me to 
sense his urgency to hide, but | knew thats what he wanted. 


But even as my thumbs stroked his cheeks, gently wiping away his falling tears, he slowly began to talk, his 
lashes wet and heavy, his voice faint, almost detached, "l.. | thought | was dead. Or.or dreaming. Am..am | 


gonna..am | gonna..die?" 


"No. No, baby. You're gonna be alright” | shook my head, stopping my tears, focused, so completely focused on 
him. "Do you.. Do you remember anything over the past few days?" 


He glanced down with a set of tears that fell from his eyes, shaking his head, his browning bangs shielding his 
gaze. “Just.. Just people talking. My mom, some..some girl. The nurse, | guess. And.and you. | thought | had to 
be dead because..cause.. Why would you be here after..?" 


"Duff. Baby, that doesn't matter," | began, but in a rather sharp return, | was cut off. 


"it does too matter" he snapped back, his face hard, but his sudden outburst of emotion caused him pain. 


He'd drawn a harsh, fast breath, and upon his emphatic response he must have clenched his stomach to raise 
his voice because the instant the words left his lips he released a soft, breathy, intense cry, his hands 
clamping around his abdomen and his head hanging as he rocked in place. He was unable to curl himself up into 


an efficient ball, but he nearly folded in on himself, blinded by pain. 


| sprung into action, trying to talk to him, to soothe him, to rub his back and tell him he'd be alright and the 
pain would pass, but it endured an eternity. An endless, agonizing eternity. An everlasting eon of soft, sorrowful 
sobs, of torturous, metronomic rocking, of circles traced on his back, of fingers lightly combing through his 


hair, of me whispering words that seemed as effective as throwing pebbles at a fortress wall. 


"| wish." Duffs breath trembled with his stifled whimper, his gaze darting up to me, his visage one of absolute 
misery, his eyes begging, his skin tear-stained. "I wish I'd fucking die.. This is hell.this is fuckin’ hell, baby..." 


My bottom lip quivered as | watched, helpless to provide any real, effective relief, unable to do anything but 


watch him linger in what was undeniably a slice of damnation on earth. 


| tried, despite feeling that my efforts were futile, desperate to distract him, to comfort him in anyway | 


could. 


My voice shivered but | pushed it down, stamping my emotions, putting on my face, being strong because he 
needed me, even if | wanted to break down alongside him, "I, | know, sweetheart. But, but itll pass, you know? 
Like, kinda like the panic attacks, you know? You got upset and it got pissed off, but it's.its okay. It won't be 

like this forever, you know that, right? Give it a few more days, the pain'll lessen, and soon enough you'll be 

back on your feet. You're strong, baby. You're so strong; | know you got this.’ 


To my dismay, my words backfired. Instead of calming him, he crumbled, his soft, breathy whimpers breaking 


into a hard, wailing sob. 


"What." His arms tightened around his stomach, but instead of doubling over more he lurched sideways, into 
my arms, his head coming to rest on my shoulder. He buried his face in my neck, his voice weak and utterly 


crushed, his cries full-hearted and powerful, "What'd | do, Slash? Wha-what'd | do to deserve this?" 


"L. l.” [hopelessly stammered, my mind scrambling for comforting words | couldn't find, one arm holding him 


close, one hand patting his head, vainly attempting to calm him. "I guess just..the partying, you know? |--" 


Its not f-fair," his voice quivered even in his throaty sob, and | bit my lip to cease its trembling. "l. I'm a 
good guy, r-right? I. was faithful to you, t-to the band. |, |, | know | fucked up, th-that I've been an asshole, 
but." 


"Baby, it's, its not that." | felt frantic, constantly trying to keep a lid on my roiling emotions. "You're not.. 
You're not bein’ punished for being a bad guy or anything. You just.. You just drank too much and it made you 
sick" 


And Im such a fucking hypocrite. 


"Hey." | tried to lift him off of me, to take his face in my hands and make him focus on me, but he wouldn't 
budge. 


"lm so fucking scared!" The terrified, howled words were drowned into the fabric of my shirt, already damp 
with his tears. The material tightened around my neck as his fingers clawed into it. "I don't wanna diel | don't.. 


don't wanna hurt you anymore, Slash! | just.. 've been a monster, | know, | know, | just--" 


"Baby, you haven't been a monster." It was too late to stop my tears. They cascaded, unhindered, as we began 


a slow rock to and fro, Duff cradled in my arms, his head on my shoulder, and mine on his. 


"Bullshit! And now I'm dyin’ and l'm sorry! I'm so sorry, baby! I'm such a fuck up! | never wanted to hurt you, | 
just." He couldn't finish his sentence. His words faded into panicked breaths, several quick heaves that had to 
hurt him, but dissolved back into hopeless cries. 


He clung to me like he'd never see me again, like he really was dying, and no matter how many times | told him 
he'd be fine, that | explained to him that we could make it, that we could figure it out and he has the ability to 


get clean and live, he wouldn't believe me. 
He was too broken. Too raw. Too vulnerable, and in pain Everything was an overload, and | could understand. 


He felt unredeemable. He felt like a fuck up. He felt like he let so many people down.me, his mom, the band, his 
friends and family, and he felt like the worst guy on Earth, like he deserved every ounce of pain ripping 
through his body, as if it were a penance before inevitable death. 


We rocked and rocked. Until my back was stiff and aching and my stomach cramped and burned, but we kept 
going. He was cradled to me for ages, and no matter how uncomfortable | was, | didn't complain. | didn't move. | 
didn't even stretch. | stayed there, with my broken one in my embrace, finally getting something I'd been 


craving for weeks in a way | never imagined. 
| knew he wouldn't bounce out of that bed sprinkling sunshine, daisies, and fucking rainbows and unicorn farts 
over the world, but | guess.. | guess.. | guess | didn't know what to expect. | knew he'd be upset, but | didn't 


imagine him being so demoralized So utterly devastated. 


Its hell on everyone to hit rock bottom, but this was truly, truly rock bottom. A deep, dark oceanic trench. A 


new low, unfathomable, uncharted. 


| suppose a part of me figured that even though it was bad, he'd maybe shed a few tears, be stoic and trudge 
on, like he usually did, but | knew | was a fucking moron for thinking that, too. 


Perhaps it was because I'd spent days hoping and hoping for interaction, aiming for a positive one. 


But | guess, in a way, | did get my positive interaction. Just in a different manner than | had figured. 


He didn't kick me out. He didn't bitch at me and tell me to fuck off. Instead he clung to me, like | was the one 
anchor, the one real, tangible thing in this web of chaos, in the darkness swirling about. Something flesh and 


blood and familiar to hold on to, one thing he desperately wanted but hadn't expected to find. 


His shivering reminded me of the last, browning leaf on a tree, weakly blowing in a chilly autumn wind, 
threatening to break and tumble to the ground, even while he was in my arms. | kept expecting him to go into 
a panic attack, but he never did. For that | was grateful because | figured even as powerful and brokenhearted 
as his cries were, being unable to breathe while all your muscles are clenched down when you're already in 


severe pain would've been a fresh nightmare in this hell. 


For hours and hours we wept. For hours and hours | listened intently to his despair, to his fears, questions, 
and bargaining, and soothed and calmed him to the best of my abilities, though | never expected to get 


anywhere, and | never truly did. 


| did what | could, what | was there for, what you're supposed to do when you love someone: | was there. | 
listened. | held and reassured. | cried with him, my heart shattered for him, aching to ease his pain, but only 
able to do shit all but give him support. 


I'd known Duff for a decade at this point. Ten whole years, seven of it spent with him, and in all those years, in 
all the changes that come with fame, money, partying, and all the harsh, ugly lessons that come along with 
them, I'd never seen him so dismayed. I'd never seen him so upset, wailing and weeping so freely, and even if | 
understood why, it didn't help ease my mind. It didn't help me rationalize anything. It made me feel helpless, too. 
Because of my own shortcomings, of my own inability to truly help him, to make it all better. 


And because | knew very, very well he would be leaning on me to recover, and | knew | was just a fucking 


junkie who would get in the way and fuck it up. 
| had to be the rock, but | knew goddamn good and well | was sand. And quicksand at that. 


And even with Duff finally in my arms, my dour blackness receded for a new kind of bleakness, a new kind of 


worry. The pit in my stomach grew, spawning a gnawing, twisted thought. 


He's gonna make it through, then youtll be the fuck up. You'll be the detriment. You'll be the asshole. Get your 
tucking shit together because he's gonna need you. You'll need each other, and you know if. 


But even if my inner voice's slathering tone rang true, | had a nasty pang of doubt, a little demon hanging out 
in the back of my mind, taking bites from the back of my brain and hissing that | couldn't do it, that no 
matter how hard | tried, I'd always be that fuck up. I'd always be that junkie. I'd be the weak stone to crumble 


and make the tower fall. 


| was exhausted by the time we'd slowed, then finally stopped our gentle, soothing rock. Duff had quieted to 
sniffles but still trembled, constantly, constantly trembling, slicked with sweat from the force and length of his 
upset. 


|, too, was damp with perspiration, my curls sticking to Duff's face and my own, his fading locks glued to my 
skin from where my cheek had rested upon his head, but it didn't matter. 


| had heard the door open a few times, so | assumed the nurse had popped in to check on him, but never 
entered. | wasn't sure if it had been the same bitch from the day I'd gotten here, but | didn't care. | didn't 
care what they thought if they saw Duff sobbing in my arms, if they saw the numerous little kisses | placed 
on his head, if they got suspicious at my gentle touches, at my stroking his hair and squeezing him to me, the 


fact that we'd been clinging to one another for an eternity, and if they did, fuck them. 


At that point, no matter how mixed | was feeling, no matter how glum, relieved, and anxious about the future | 
felt, there was one thing | knew: He was there. He was alive. He knew | was there, wanted me there, and wanted 
me, and if anybody, even the fucking Pope or Mother Theresa got a smart ass mouth about it, they'd be 
pitched head first from a fifth floor window. 


As nervous as | was for the unknown, | did know one thing was written in stone: | was back, and | loved him, 


and no one, no fuckin one was gonna get in the way of that. 


To say | felt protective is an understatement. But while | knew | was providing him with a feeling of safety, him 
being in my arms, even as vulnerable and broken as he was, provided me with that same feeling. It was that 
feeling that, right at that moment, after feeling out of place for so long, | was right where | was meant to be. 
Right where | should've been, no matter the silence, no matter the pain, physical, mental, emotional. IT was 


where | belonged. 

So much time had passed, time spent relatively silent, Duff calm and shivering, curled against me, that | 
thought he'd fallen asleep, worn out from every type of agony imaginable, but he quietly, groggily said, "Slash?" 
and shifted, raising his head from my soaked t-shirt to peer at me, his puffy, red eyes exhausted. 

| looked down, down into his shiny, mottled face, into his frailty, my voice soft, "What's up, baby?" 

"What was it like when you died?" 


The question fell with the weight of an anvil on ancient, cracked cobblestones. 


We'd never deeply discussed the subject. It was one Duff preferred to avoid at all costs. | couldn't blame him, 
not with how the situation went down. 


My embrace tightened, and | noticed how small he felt in my arms, how fragile for one | always saw as so 


strong and tall, 


"It, uh," | cleared my throat, unable to rid myself of the yawning pit in my stomach. “It was like falling asleep. | 
was awake, then | was just gone. And when | woke up | saw you fighting the paramedics to get to me, and | 


didn't understand what happened." 


Duff slowly nodded, listening as | continued, "But you've had your own brush, too. When you got your arm 
caught in the rope water skiing when you were a kid. Have you.. Have you had anything like that? Like when 
you got your little bat wing?" 


| lowered the hand resting around his shoulder to gingerly stroke his right bicep with my fingers. To my 
absolute shocking surprise | felt a little half-smile where his head rested against my chest, accompanied by 


the tiniest, most gratifying puff of affection 


"Nothin like that," he replied, the grin in his voice disappearing just as fast as it had formed upon my chest. "l. 
| must not be. It hurts too much. And it.it won't go away. Slash?" 


"Yeah?" | loosened my grip, letting him rearrange himself in my arms. 
Duff had scooted down minutely, his head more above my heart than upon my shoulder. "D'ya.do ya think | 
can do it? Do you.. Do you think | have it in me? | heard them talkin’. I. know what's comin’. What | have to do 


if | wanna..you know." 


The uncertainty and fear in his tone was grieveous. | could feel his nervous fingers fiddling with the hem of 


my shirt. 

"Sweetheart, | know damn well you can do anything you put your mind to," | replied, brushing my fingers 
through his locks and kissing the top of his head. "| believe in you. And you know I'll be there with you. I'm not 
goin’ anywhere." 


"Please?" The word was soft and beseeching, heavy with drowsiness. "You promise?" 


"I do," | nodded. "Well, except if | wanna eat, or smoke or something, which, to be honest, I'm really craving 


right now, but other than that, l'm not goin’ anywhere." 

"Oh." Duff moved with deliberate slowness, carefully, oh so carefully removing himself from my embrace. His 
head still hung, but he managed to look me in the eyes, still exhausted, still full of shame and self-hatred, but 
his gaze was a little lighter, more relieved than it had previously been 

'Its.its okay," he lethargically nodded. "Jus'.just come back soon, okay? Don't.don't be gone long. Please?" 


"Hey, no," | placed a concerned hand on his thigh. "| can stay if you want. | don't mind, baby, | really don't.” 


And while | didn't mind, the lack of sustained booze in my system surely did. | wasn't shaking yet, but | could 


feel the starts of being sick creeping up on me. 


Duff shook his head, his hair falling over his eyes as he nestled the little stuffed dog to his side, right beside 
me. "Go ‘head. You..you need to eat, ya know? Do what you need to. And I'm.lm tired. Just come back. Soon, 


okay?" 
"Okay" | swallowed the lump of guilt blocking my throat. "I will. | promise.’ 


| rose to my feet and helped him arrange himself in bed. He wanted to be on his side, so IV lines had to be ran 
with care, and | had to make sure they wouldn't get caught on the dog, pillow, or anything while | was gore. 


By the time | draped the blanket over him and tucked him in completely he was asleep, the dog cuddled safely 
to his chest. 


l'm ashamed to say it didn't take me long to leave the room and run outside with my flask glued to my lips. 
Every swallow of whiskey was liquid fire coursing within me, yet there was nothing cleansing about it. Every 


drink and all the relief that came with them brought pillars of remorse slamming upon my shoulders. 


He knows. He knows what he has to do to survive. And just how the fuck are you gonna help him when you can't 
even help yourself? You worthless asshole. 


It was another ashen dinner for me that night. The cafeteria got festive with a miniature Thanksgiving dinner. 
Turkey, dressing, all the trimmings, adorable little plastic cups filled with cranberry sauce, yet it all tasted like 


cardboard covered in gravy. 


| again forced myself to eat, frowning constantly, my mind and heart equally heavy, pondering ways on how to 
mitigate my drinking, how to hide it from Duff, or any other way | could possibly help ease this transition. 


| had to make it work. | had to. | had no choice. He needed me, and | couldn't afford to fuck it all up and possibly 


cost him his life because of my own raging addiction. 


| will say that my sleep that night was the best sleep I'd gotten in a long, long time. Even with the soft peep of 
the heart monitor, Duff's occasional groaning and whimpering, the tiny, narrow bed we shared, and the feel of 
the sheer amount of heat radiating from his abdomen, | slept better than | had in months. 


When I'd gotten in from dinner and self-despising drinking, he'd woken up and asked if I'd let him hold me. Even 
with the risk of the staff getting suspicious, | couldn't say no. And, to be honest, | was dying for more intimate 
contact, even if | was afraid of hurting him. 


It took some interesting rearranging not to rip out his lines, but soon enough | was in his arms. His injured 
stomach to my back was like pressing up against a furnace, but god, | felt so secure and at ease with him, 


even if there was some confused looks from Hilla that night. 


Duff slept the night away, calmer than I'd seen him in months, even with his immense pain. | spent a lot of it 


just holding him, gingerly stroking his hair, softly kissing his shoulder, and listening to him breathe over the 
sound of that infuriating heart monitor. 


| could've turned on the TV, sure, but the silence and Duff's presence was immense to me. It was something I'd 


been craving, some interaction, some affection, some true closeness, even in the chaos and agony. 


The next few days were much like this one. There were many tears, many anxieties, many uncertainties. 


Every day Duff did a little better, though. He still slept most of the time, but his waking hours became less 
lethargic and more alert, even, dare | say, agitated at times. He was still beaten down, but soon the anger 
kicked in, the need to move, the need to be released from his bed prison, the need to do something besides 
remain trapped in that tiny room with all its instruments of healing torture, the need for a relief and release. 
The need to do something about the situation that was so unsavory for him, come hell or high water, lest he 


go fucking crazy in his infirm. 


Chapter Five 


Author's Notes: 

Last chapter is here! Also, hubby and | were talking about Part Ill of this series, and it is now gonna be a 
cycle, not a trilogy. There's a shit ton of chapters to be written, and it was going to be a massive, massive 
endeavor. After a little talking/reviewing what's to come, hubby managed to persuade me to break it up a 
little, so there won't be one, but two new parts to look forward to. Hope to see y'all there! Thank you for 


coming on their journey with me! 


‘Ow! Goddamn it, Slash, that hurts! Can you fucking stop?!" 


| understood Duff's pain at that moment all too well. That was no tiny tangle or knot in the back of his head.it 


was nearly a full-blown mat. 


Being confined to bed for almost a week had taken its toll. Not only was he fairly weak, but he could only get 
so clean with the sponge baths | was giving him. He wouldn't let the nurses do it because he was self- 


conscious (read: humiliated), and, to be honest, | preferred to do it, so no big deal. 


He'd be awake for a few hours at a time, though most of it was still spent sleeping. But when he wasn't asleep, 
groaning in pain, talking a bit with me, or staring uninterestedly at a plate of food | constantly had to beg him 
to eat, he kept distastefully glancing sideways in the room, to a mirror mounted above a small hand washing 
sink 


An expression of disgusted anger would twist his face, his eyes growing furious before they looked away, but 
even in the loathing | could see the depression, the look of someone lost as his eyes settled elsewhere. Even his 


body language would change, going from stiff and uncomfortable to a pronounced slouch and cringe. 


"Duff," | had said, tone gentle and brows knit with concern, "stop. Stop dwelling so much on it, baby. You have 
to. You won't just bounce back in a few days. Its gonna take some time, and that's alright" 


At first he wouldn't answer me. His mouth would twist into a grimacing scowl and he'd shrug halfheartedly. His 
eyes would search the knit consisting the blanket draped over his legs, but he stayed silent. 


Again and again I'd catch him, always trying to reassure him, to distract him until, "Slash, it's just.” 
He shook his head, eyeing his reflection up and down, avoiding his face, "I just.. | don't even recognize myself. |_| 
look like the fuckin’.what's the show you like? Tales from the Crypt. The Cryptkeeper's bloated, fucked up 


cousin, that's who | look like." 


It may've been a humorous moment given other circumstances, but it just saddened me. There's no way | 


could portray the brokenheartedness on his face, the self-hatred, the disgust, the sheer anger at himself, but 
the worst thing was that he was.pretty correct in his description 


While his color had returned to normal and some of the puffiness had receded, the booze weight was there 
and he had massive bags beneath his eyes. He hadn't brushed or washed his hair in who the fuck knows how 
long, so it was completely disheveled and all over the place; the finger-in-the-light-socket look would've been a 
vast improvement. He hadn't had a true shower, so he was still oily and greasy in several places, but it wasn't 


anything that a good slathering of deodorant couldn't help, thankfully. 


Hell, he hadn't even gotten out of bed, and | thought it was high time we do something about it. For couple 
days he'd been moaning about wanting to move, to so much as get up and piss on his own, "So | at least have 
some fuckin’ dignity," and | knew sitting around doing nothing but being sedated and doing routine, easy exercises 
while still confined to bed while feeling like four-day, sun-baked, stomped-on shit while awake was certainly not 


the way to start making your way into recovery. 


But there comes a time when, even as daunting as normal, routine things can be seen to one in such an ill 
state, that one just has to push through it, no matter the pain, the inconvenience, or..the pain. 


After Duff told the nurse in not-so-kind words that he was, "Fucking sick of being stuck in this goddamn 
torture chamber and having this fuckin’ tube in my dick," and, "if you don't let me the fuck outta here, l'm 
gonna go fuckin’ ballistic, okay? | need to do something. | need to get out. | gotta.! gotta do somethin’, or l'm 
gonna go stir crazy," she decided to call in the doctor. 


Well, the good news was the doctor didn't dawdle. He showed up rather promptly considering they usually only 
do hospital rounds at certain times during the day. Duff managed to stay awake for his visit, and was very 
adamant about getting what he wanted: freedom. 


"Well, Mr. McKagan," the doctor said, arranging his thin, wire-rim glasses on his nose. 


"Duff," Duff interrupted, raising a shaking hand. The exhausted croak in his voice was stil quite prominent. 
"Please, Duff. Enough formalities, they're driving me nuts." 


"Duff" the doctor corrected, an amused smile on his weathered face. "Well, you have to understand that while, 
yes, We can give you some roaming privileges, you have to take it easy. There won't be any strenuous activity 


for a few weeks, and--" 


"| don't want to run laps around the building, ya know," Duff's brows lowered, both in plea and agitation, "I just 
wanna go out, smoke a cigarette. Get a shower, piss like a damn grown man, you know? | just.. | just gotta do 


something. | can't stay here, stuck in this bed all the time anymore, even if I'm asleep half the time." 


Doc nodded. "| understand. And with your improvements you're free to do all those things--just under 


supervision" 


"Does." Duff frowned in worry, his lowered eyes flitting back and forth across the blanket as he thought. 


"Can Slash do it?" He gestured my way, his dignified begging face in place. "| mean, he's around here all the 


time, so he can help me out. | just.l just don't wanna have to call a nurse for every little thing, you know?" 
Translation: "Even if you say no, that's gonna happen anyway." 
| knew it, Duff knew it, and the doctor probably knew it, too. 


The doc cleared it, anyway, with the added blow to Duff's already-squashed pride, "Ill put in an order for a 


wheelchair and a walker, too. Just to be safe." 
Duff winced as if someone had so much as looked at his injured abdomen wrong. 
He silently mouthed the words, "Walker? Ugh," and snarled to himself. 


He was likely aware that he couldn't make it through the entire hospital unaided, but the prospect of having to 
use a walker in small space? That didn't sit well with him. To be fair, it wouldn't sit well with me, either. 


Remember how | said the good news was the doctor showed up quickly and gave the all clear? 


Well, the bad news was that as soon as he left, the nurse showed up with a fresh bag of Librium, and Duff 


was knocked out for the next four hours, right when he was revved up to get moving. 
That at least gave me the time to sneak out of the room, have a smoke, and restock my blood alcohol content. 


It was strange, though. Well, not in a "weird" way, but in a "huh" way. My consumption had cut down. Not 


insanely drastically, but enough for me to notice. Enough for me to feel.somewhat good about. 
For the past several days, hell, since | got to Seattle, | simply hadn't had the time to drink. | was too occupied 
with Duff and felt like King Dickhead every time | hit that flask. I'd just sneaked small swigs when | felt the 


sickness coming on, and had been weaning myself without realizing. 


My first couple days I'd refill the flask several times, but now | could get through with just one and a half, 
maybe two or three flasks a day at most. Excessive to some folks, sure, but to people like me and Duff that 


was a couple cocktail's worth. 
No. 
ust people like me now. 


Just me. 


Wow. Am | ever gonna get used to that? Just me now. Not us. Just me, myself, and |. 
Holy shit.. 


I'd stepped outside for a few smoke breaks, to get my fix before Duff woke up, as was my routine, but upon 


my last return he was already awake, to my surprise reclined in bed chatting on the phone. 
| resumed eternal post by his bedside, returning his little wave with a smile before | sat down, quietly listening. 


He was still pretty croaky with pain and lethargy, but his words were no longer slurred, which was definitely 


weird to me after so many years. 


"Yeah.. Oh, no, man, l'm.l'm doin’ alright. Doc finally came in and | can start, ya know, movin’ around. Fuckin’ sick 


of bein’ tied to this bed, tethered to all these fuckin’ poles and shit. Huh? Nah. No, no, it's." 
He paused, gingerly rubbing his abdomen in contemplation, face pinched in light pain 


Its getting better.little by little. So long as | don't move too fast or nothin’ like that. Yeah. Yeah, no, it's cool. 
Slash just got back, so.. No, no, he's been great. Yeah, | will. Alright. Yeah. Talk to ya later, man. Thanks. Bye." 


He hung up the phone with a hushed groan, twisting sideways to reach the cradle and drop it before turning 
back, closing his eyes and breathing deep, concentrating intently on his inhales and exhales to soothe his waves 
of flaring pain. 


"You alright?" | leaned over, placing my hand on his thigh. 


He nodded, an index finger raising a couple inches above his belly, requesting a moment for him to get himself 


together, which | of course granted. 
He did well enough, breathing deeply several more times before releasing a long puff through pursed lips. He 
dropped his head back, drew a sigh, and turned his head my way, a small, self-conscious grin tugging the 


corner of his mouth. “Sorry.” 


"Don't be." | shook my head, patting his thigh and smiling kindly. | jutted my chin curiously towards the phone. 
"Who's that?" 


"Axl," he replied, the same look of astonishment on his features I'd worn, though much more subdued from 


fatigue. "Just called to check in again, and he said to tell you hi. | hadn't expected that" 


"Yeah, for real," | nodded, spreading my hands in a "How about that?" gesture. "I forgot to call him back the 
past few days, but oh well. He heard from ya himself, so he should be satisfied" 


"Yeah," Duff half-smirked, his eyes heavy and glazed from medication, yet oddly clear. 


He grew silent, studying the clock softly ticking on the wall, then peered back at me, a look of cautious 
determination in his eyes. 


"Slash." His eyes drifted from me to the closed bathroom door. "D'ya.. You know, we were talkin’ about gettin’ 
me outta bed earlier.. The nurse took that fuckin’ catheter out, finally, and unhooked me from the IVs for now. 


So.. Can we..? Before | lose my get-up-and-go?" 

"Sure," | nodded enthusiastically, instantly rising to my feet and scooting the chair to the wall across the room. 
| noticed Duff eyeing the walker with vehement distaste, but he didn't gripe at me when | dragged it to the 
bedside. "Where to?" 


"Shower?" He asked, using both shaky arms to push himself up, understandably slow and wary. "I can't take it. | 
feel like shit. And | think you're right..that itll do me some good" 


"It should. Hell, itll make you feel better. Kinda start cleanin’ your body and cleanin’ your mind at the same 
time, you know?" | encouraged as | folded the blanket to the foot of the bed and stood by, ready to help him 
pivot to the edge of the mattress. "You ready?" 

| tried to be extremely careful in his transport, treating him as delicately as that Faberge booze egg of his 
that | loved. | didn't move him until he was ready, until he nodded or otherwise let me know his pain had 
passed. 

It was a slow, almost arduous process, just getting his feet to the floor and having him sitting upright on his 
own for the first time in days. Even then he needed a minute to calm his pain, to breathe and hold his injured 


belly, and glance up at me with slight hopelessness, a silent worry that his agony would never end. 


| traced circles on his back with the flat of my palm, soothing concern coating my voice, "I know, baby. | know. 


Itll pass, though, even if it doesn't feel like it." 
"Sbullshit," he spat, teeth glaring between his snarled lips, a show of pain and repugnance. "Fuckin' sick of it." 


"I know," | lamely reiterated, aware that he was probably sick of that, too. "You're doin’ good, though. And 
gettin’ around, getting back to your normal routine should help that." 


"Normal." His eyes dropped to the floor between us, the look of repulsion intensifying, then fading into utter 


desolation as he whispered, croaking with tangible, lost misery, "The fuck is normal for me now?" 
It was certainly a valid question One that | was worried about, too. 
| cupped his chin, gingerly turning his downcast gaze upwards to mine. 


"We'll figure it out," | smiled, soft and reassuring, brushing his puffy cheek with the pad of my thumb. "Let's 


just get you through this first, outta this hospital, and we'll figure it out.” 


"We will?" Duff's eyes were glossy and hopeful, almost desperate, like my words were his very last lifeline as 


he searched my gaze. 


"| told you | ain't goin’ anywhere." | grinned, shaking my head, gently teasing him, "Didja think | just meant I'd 
stick around through the hospital? ‘Cause you're wrong if you think that, goober." 


Now he smiled, an honest smile, but it was still back-lit by guilt. His lids fluttered the instant tears shone in 


the corners his eyes, but he quickly composed himself, the smile returning, stronger, but still watery. 
He raised a hand, waving me down, "C'mon" 


“Alright” | bent down, tucking my arms beneath his armpits and grasping him around the torso, careful to 
avoid too much contact with his stomach. "Lemme know when you're ready." 


The second his arms were around my neck and shoulders | realized how long it had been since I'd truly hugged 
Duff. It sent a wave of emotion through me, one | wasn't prepared for despite all the tumult that had 


comprised my last couple months. 
No, fuck months. 
Years 


| stuffed down the surges of sadness, relief, and bittersweetness that welled within, nodding and agreeing when 


Duff nervously said, "Okay. l.. I'm ready. Just.just go slow. Be careful, okay?" 


He patted my back two times, and | pulled him up as gingerly as | possibly could, letting him lead, letting him go 
by his own pace, serving as an anchor for his shaky, weak legs and he was on his feet in a handful of seconds, 


just like that. 


He groaned and whined, and | could tell he wanted to do more than that, but he kept himself calm, breathing, 


always breathing, concentrating on conquering his pain and anxiety. 


Despite his taller stature his face was buried protectively in my neck. The hot, damp billows of his breath 
warmed my skin, and his arms tightened around me with a slew of subdued whimpers, saturated with fear, his 
words trembling like his feeble legs, "Should |. should | feel like my guts wanna fall out all over the floor? ‘Cause 


|, | feel like they wanna fall out all over the place." 


And for a minute we stood, Duff taking on a steady, gently back and forth rock, side to side, his breathing 
gradually relaxing as we swayed in place. His death grip around me even loosened, and his face nuzzled my neck 


more so than hid in it. 


"l, uh, | donno," | awkwardly half-chuckled, pulling myself from the unexpected amount of.happiness. There's no 
other word for it. In that small, even painful moment, | felt happier than | had for ages. 


| pulled my head back the slightest bit, softly kissing his temple, smiling against it, "But here | was thinkin’ you 


wanted to dance with me.. Damn." 


Duff's belly jiggled against me with a small, genuine giggle, and even through my t-shirt the heat was like 
standing beside a bonfire. 


"Is been a while, hasn't it?" | felt him grin against my throat, our slow, easy sway unending. "And don't make 
me laugh--it hurts. Even if it feels good. But this," he squeezed me gently, a beautiful, content sigh brushing 
my skin, his words slow and blissful, "this feels so good. l.. | missed you, Slash. Like crazy." 


| missed you, too," | nodded, constricting him ever so carefully, laying yet another doting kiss to his temple. 
'It.it sucked being in an empty bed, not having you around to talk to or hang out with.. Or mostly to annoy 


me. 


"Nah, you missed it, my bein’ annoying. You know ya did" God, | missed that chuckle, even with the muted 
groan of pain that followed it. 


"| did," | leaned my head against his, another swell of emotion burning my chest. "But | missed you the most. It 


wasn't the same without you around. | felt.. Incomplete. | love you. | missed you. Life wasn't the same. It was 


empty. Lonely. And I--" 


‘lm sorry, baby." Duff's voice went hoarse with guilty sadness, the sound of impending tears. "l, | know you're 


tired of hearin’ it, but." 


"Duff, you've gotta stop," | softly pleaded, stroking his hair where his head lay upon my shoulder, my heart 
beginning to crack at his broken tone. "I know you are, sweetheart. And you know what? I'm just as guilty of 
shit, too. We can't keep playin’ the blame game. We're both at fault, you know? But we've gotta move forward. 
l'm not mad, baby. | just want you to get well. | want you to take care of yourself and let me help you along 
the way so we can get our lives back on track. You're My Duff, and | want My Duff happy and healthy, and 
back at home with me where we belong, with all our obnoxious dogs, and our cat, and our snakes that | know 


miss the hell out of you. | miss you. | love you. | just want us back | miss us." 
Duff sniffled, and a hot, searing tear trickled its way down my neck and soaked into the collar of my t-shirt. 
"| miss us, too," he whispered, his embrace growing ever tighter. "But.thank you. Just..thanks, you know?" 


"For what?" | frowned into his hair, puzzled, my back beginning to ache from his slumped weight and our lazy 


back and forth. 


"For lovin! me. Still lovin’ me," he sniffed again, another warm tear tracing down my throat. "For..for bein’ here 


when you didn't have to be." 


‘Of course I'm here. | love you, damn it!" This time | squeezed him hard enough to release a small groan, but 


he didn't protest his gentle punishment. 


| lead him upright, allowing him to hang on to me to steady himself upon his weak legs, his trembling hands 
gripping my shoulders, his teary face grinning feebly into mine, his eyes happier than I'd seen in years. 


| gave him a soft cuff on the arm, releasing my own sniffle and blinking furiously to fight the tears beginning 
to sneakily sting my eyes. 


"Alright, let's get you in the shower before | start bawlin like a baby." | rolled my eyes to the ceiling, shaking 
my head to steady myself while Duff chuckled quietly, cradling his abdomen with one hand while holding himself 
upright using my shoulder. 


He uttered another, barely audible, "Sorry," and | poked his chest, then carefully maneuvered the walker 


between us, which was enough to shut up him up because he was not thrilled at the blatantness of his frailty. 


Despite his grumbling and bitching beneath his breath about, "Goddamn walker; this is bullshit. l'm not a fuckin’ 
invalid, goddamn it," he took hold and began scooting himself the handful of feet to the bathroom. | held the 


door open and let him shuffle inside, only then seeing the massive, blotchy, yellow and purple bruises on his 


backside. 


"Jesus, Duff." | followed him in, the door clicking shut as | spread the back of the hospital gown open for a 
better look at the damage. "They really popped you with those needles, huh?" 


He nodded without stopping, still slowly slogging his way to the shower, likely eager to ditch his new set of 
wheels. "Yeah. Didn't do shit, either. And it's still sore as fuck" 


"I bet" | made my way to his side, allowing him to take hold of me again so | could escort him over the 
shallow, three-inch wall of the shower and to the bench | assume the nurse had bought for him. "Looks like it 
hurts." 

"Feels.like..a pincushion,’ he groaned with each word, sighing as he finally sank down to the bench. 

He gingerly slipped the hospital gown from his shoulders, seeing as it was scantily draped over them and the 
tie around his neck had been so loosely fastened it unraveled without persuasion He passed it to me with a 


look of one resigned to an abominable fate. "Then again everything hurts, so what's the fuckin’ difference?" 


| tossed the gown carelessly beneath the sink, then strode before him, prodding his chest gently with my 


fingertips, a silent request to straighten up so | could examine his torso. 


"Well, there's no external damage besides your bruised ass," | optimistically appraised, fighting to keep some 


lightness in such a heavy situation. "Shit, baby, you could've very easily have a giant incision on your stomach." 


Duff scoffed derisively, his upper lip curled in abhorrence. “Like it matters. You could fuckin’ cut me open and 


use the heat from my insides to make fuckin’ s'mores." 


Despite trying to bite my tongue | busted out one of those choked laughs and tried to cover it by clearing my 
throat, but Duff caught it nonetheless. 


"Don't laugh, dick," he glared up at me, irate, even with the nagging grin threatening to tug at his mouth the 


instant he realized where my mind went. "S'not funny.” 
'It's.its a little funny," | reluctantly chuckled, retreating several steps away under the guise of grabbing a 
comb when | really wanted to be out of striking range. "| just.just got a weird mental image. Like, a Duff- 


campfire-weenie-roast kinda thing." 


Duff's leer lingered as his scalding gaze traveled up and down my body, but he did suppress a full-blown smirk. 
He whispered with shakes of his head and a roll of his eyes, "Asshole. Fuckin’ asshole." 


"You smiled; you're fine," | grinned, only earning me a weak, but efficient, jab in the ribs. 


| crawled in the shower behind him, combing my fingers through his hair, sizing it up and smoothing it before 


the real, tedious work began. 
My god, | wasn't lookin’ forward to this. 


Getting the comb through his bangs was easy enough. We trekked through it with minimal fuss and muss, but 
the back..the back was a completely different story. 


| started at the bottom to coax the knots out as | always did with mine, seeing as tangles were certainly 
nothing new to me, but as soon as | tried to delve into the main morass of frayed, greasy, massive frizz, Duff 


nearly came unglued. 


He lurched forward so fast and far he nearly face planted into the shower wall, howling, "Ow! Goddamn it, 
Slash, that hurts! Can you fucking stop?!" 


He hissed and snapped one hand over his belly while the other vigorously rubbed the back of his head. "Fuck, 


man, I'm goin’ on a full week's worth of a hangover! Be easy, baby!" 


| huffed in frustration and dropped the comb near my side, agitatedly slapping my thigh with it and letting him 


get out a few more gripes and grumbles. 


"| gotta start somewhere, sweetheart," | sighed, eyeing the massive ball of snarls before me. "The back of 


your head is literally one giant knot. And | gotta." 


A light bulb suddenly flickered on in my head. 


| darted out of the shower, striding to dig in my duffel bag while Duff frantically called, understandably 


freaked out, "Slash? You're..you're not gettin’ scissors, are you? Please..no scissors... l'm sorry.” 


| rummaged to the bottom of my bag, thankful, oh so thankful I'd never removed the small tub after the 


lllusions tour, raising it up as if it were a spoil of war, a triumphant snicker escaping me. 


"Nope. No scissors, so no worries. Behold!" | quickly re-materialized in front of Duff and held the small jar 
before his eyes. 


A look of recognition twinkled in his exhausted gaze when he made out the words, "Coconut oil." 


"Oh..." He sounded genuinely relieved. He'd had to use it on me more fuckin! times than | could count and knew 


well what it was for. "Oh... Alright." 


"It works for me, so why wouldn't it work for you?" | shrugged, then twisted the cap off and worked some of 
the mixture through the massive knot with my fingertips. "And I'd rather get all the tangles and shit out 
before we bathe you. Nice ‘n easy, even if this'll still probably hurt a little." 


"If | woulda known I'd be sittin’ here naked for a while | would've kept my damn gown on," Duff glowered with an 


all-over shiver that wasn't DT-related, taking a small, soft, hissing inhale. "Stalright. Fuckin’ cold, though." 
| hopped back out and retrieved said gown to drape over him, then got down to serious business. 


To my surprise the knot came undone with relative ease once | got it well-saturated and began detangling with 
my fingers. Duff didn't protest too often, though there was one time where he snapped, flinched, and yelled, 
"You're damn near snatching me bald-headed, goddamn it! It's already thinner than shit!" 


| grinned and beared it, murmuring soothing, placating things to him and telling him he was doing good while | 
rolled my eyes and made annoyed looks behind his back. 


| wasn't trying to be an asshole. | understood, | really did, but it needed to be done, and him bein’ a grouchy 


ass wasn't helping. 


| couldn't tell you how happy | was when | was able to drag the comb though his hair with no difficulty 
whatsoever. Hell, even he seemed relieved, and | couldn't blame him because he was in constant pain already, 


and yanking on his hair while he had a massive headache was something he didn't need. 


Mostly | was grateful for both our sake's because the air was getting pretty tense with all the controlled 
grunts and hisses and growls through clenched teeth. | even had to resist smacking him across the back of 
the fuckin’ head a few times, but we managed without physical incident. 


Duff gave me a confused look when | stepped outside the shower to toss the comb in the sink, then removed 
his gown-blanket, but also began to take off my clothes. 


He scratched the back of his untangled, smooth head, brows furrowed, "What..whatcha doin?" 
"Gettin in with you," | replied, chucking my clothes beneath the sink "Unless you don't want me to, you know." 


"Oh." He pushed his brown bangs from his eyes, an almost shy smile on his lips and a crimson hue in his 


cheeks despite being completely naked in front of me for several minutes before that. "Oh. Okay." 


"Thought itd be easier," | shrugged, grabbing the removable shower head and handing it to him. "I can get in 
here with you, scrub you down real good, maybe rub your back a little since | know it hurts, and we can ogle 


each other naked. It's a win-win" 
Duff chuckled, but his laughter was self-conscious, mocking, and pessimistic. 


‘Clearly, you're the loser here," he dejectedly mumbled, diverting the jet of icy water from his feet to the 
corner of the shower with a soft, startled sound He drew a deep sigh, waving his fingers before the stream 


of water while | adjusted the temperature, "Not much to admire anymore, you know." 


"Ahh, bullshit." | didn't smack the back of his head, but | did swipe at his hair in a playful swat. "Give yourself 
a little leeway, man. You'll be back to your old self in no time, and you're still pretty fuckin’ adorable." 


He glanced up and passed me the shower head, "Water's good," then frowned as he looked over his body, 


spreading his arms to investigate his form, obviously displeased. 


"Adorable," Duff sniffed, then let out a sigh of relief as | guided hot water to pour over his shoulders and 
back. It was like | could see the tension rolling off from with the streams of water. "Adorable. Ain't nothin 
fuckin’ adorable about this. Poor nurses have had to stare at my unshaven balls, | look like the goddamn boil- 
riddled Pillsbury dough boy, and to top it all off | found a fuckin’ grey pube a couple days before | got 
admitted." 


He huffed out a frustrated grunt of disbelief, as if the grey pube were the worst thing in the world, a fucking 
personal affront on his character, "Can you believe that shit? A grey fuckin’ pube. Barely thirty, almost dead, 
and a grey pube. Fuckin’ insult to injury.” 


Me, on the other hand? | wasn't appalled--! was intrigued! Having gotten my first at the ripe, old age of 
twenty seven, it was about time Duff caught up. 


"Aw, where is it?!" | might've been a little foo forward in my interest because in swerving forward to lean in 


and gawk at his crotch | accidentally smacked in him the back of the head with the shower head. 


Luckily he didn't yell at me. Just murmured a disgruntled, "Ow," rubbed the back of his head, and vaguely 
waved a finger around his nudity. "Motherfucker was on my fuzzy nuts. Hurt like a bitch to pluck out, but | 
wasn't about to let it hang around." 


"Was?" | pouted, looking over said fuzzy nuts, which didn't bother me but clearly perturbed Duff as he gave a 
small, uncomfortable grumble and shifted away, as if | hadn't seen them before in all their unshaven, 
disheveled, Einstein-y glory. "That sucks! A show of solidarity would've been nice now that you've finally 
sprouted one. And why you hidin'? You want me to take care of ‘em? | can, if they bother you so badly you 


wanna hide." 


"Uh, ya know, while | appreciate the offer, baby, I'm afraid ya just might..take one off, you know." He raised his 
hands, demonstrating his pronounced tremors. "Though furry, | do prefer my boys right where they're at and 
have no plans to be castrated in the near future. But ask me again in a few weeks. Uh.about the shaving. Not 


the castration. Just to, you know, be clear..." 


The optimism of that last sentence made me smile. It was with a lighter heart that | poured shampoo into my 
palm and lathered up his dirty locks, taking my time as | scrubbed. 


"Yeah, that wouldn't be wise, probably," | said, suds dripping down the back of my hands and wrists. "I like ‘em 
there, too. And you know | don't mind ‘em au naturale. Never bothered me, so I'm not sure why they bother 


you. Same with the grey pube" 


Duff let out a sound between a sigh and a moan, tilting his head back to better ride the massage of my hands. 
"At least yours are silver and really shiny and kinda pretty. Mine's all fuckin’ dull grey and lame. Fuck that. 
Also, | just like ‘em shaved. Its been damn near ten years, baby. Leave me and my smooth balls alone, man 


Don't hear you complainin’ or havin’ to, like, stop and pluck hair from your teeth." 
"Nor do | near you bitchin’ ‘bout my massive bush, so | guess we're good," | chuckled as | rinsed his hair. 


| was grateful that | had battled his rats nest as the water washed away the accumulated filth, leaving behind 
rather silky, untangled locks. | carefully combed my fingers through the heavy, wet strands, pleasant surprise 
coating my voice, "You know, | think your hair's already starting to fill back out. Even though its wet it looks a 
little fuller than it has for a while." 


"Aint that a miracle for the century." | could hear the sardonic eye roll in Duff's voice. "Might make it long 
enough to go back to blonde in a few weeks if I'm lucky.” 


Just like that, his mood soured on a dime. It was nearly a tangible feeling in the air, like the cool, windy static 


of an impending thunderstorm. 


"You will too make it long enough to redye it. Things are just shitty right now, baby. They'll get better. Trust 
me. You feel bad, you hurt, you're all fucked up, but you'll get released, get home, get feelin’ better, and 
thing's'll smooth out. And think how happy Chloe and the boys'll be to see you. | know your baby girl misses 


you, and | know Maxi-Pad'll be up for an incessant yowling session to welcome you home." 


Duff wasn't swayed. He didn't even make a single puff of amusement at his preferred nickname for Max. 
Though we'd had a few laughs throughout the last couple days, there was always an ominous cloud looming 


above him, an enormous black mass threatening to unleash a deluge of depression at any given second. 


He heaved a sigh, his shoulders slumped over his downtrodden frame. It was another moment where he kept to 
himself, silent and in his own head. The only time he really responded to me was with soft, relaxed sounds 
when | rubbed his back and shoulders, then began gingerly scrubbing him with a washcloth. 


| understood. Though | tried to be positive, | didn't want to push it on him. | didn't want to be one of those 
peppy, obnoxious, motivational pricks that's always in your face screaming about how it could be worse, how 


things aren't as bad as they seem, and all that Grade-A horse shit. 


It made me think of those fuckers who love to be in my face, "You're so quiet! Are you mad? Are you sad? 
You're not smiling.. Smile! Everything's okay! Why so glum, buddy?" 


"Just fuck off and leave me alone, goddamn it! I'm fine; that's just my face! And maybe, just maybe it's 
motherfuckers like you demanding constant happiness from me that's got me pissed! | wasn't mad until you 
made me mad! Mind your own fuckin’ business and go fuck yourself you uppity, over-joyous cunt!" 

Yeah, fuck that. | wasn't going to push Duff to "happiness." 

| knew it would take some time for him to process everything, and while | wanted to be there, | also had to 
give him space. | couldn't tell him how and what to think, how to get over what happened, and hold his hand 
every fucking step of the way, nor did | think he would let me. 


He was lost, and the only way he'd find his way was through himself. | could be there to help, but it would 


require a mass of work on his part. 


This was a major, major life change. Everything he knew, every way he handled life's situations was no longer 


an option. 

If he got pissed, he couldn't drink. 

If he got depressed, he couldn't drink. 

If he got anxious, he couldn't drink. 

If he wanted to celebrate, he couldn't drink. 


lf he wanted to relax, he couldn't drink. 


If he wanted to hang out with friends, he couldn't drink. 
If he wanted to write or even publicly play music, he couldn't drink 


His very fucking identity (The King of Beers and Viscount of Vodka!) was shattered to pieces, and there was no 
adhering it back together, no snapping together the puzzle, no easy, unscathed way out of this. 


He'd have to discover a whole new Duff, who he was without all the booze and drugs, and it all started here, 
through grief, anger, loss, and all the other unpleasant emotions and thoughts that come with such an ill hand. 


The rest of the shower was relatively quiet. A murmured, "Thanks," or, "No, thanks," was the most | got out 
of Duff until | got him out, dried, and dressed in a pair of my shorts and a t-shirt because he was sick of 
being half-naked in a hospital gown. 


| did manage to get a smile and a reluctant chuckle when, after being asked to escort him outside for his first 
cigarette in nearly a week, | rolled the wheelchair over to him with a grand flourish of my arm, boldly 


proclaiming, "Your chariot awaits, my dear." 


"Better a fuckin’ chariot than a damn walker," he'd softly snickered. "Plus | have actual clothes now, so no one'll 


have to see my balls on the way out." 


It was a valid point. The gown was just a wee bit short on his long frame. And by that | mean the shortest of 
short shorts had nothing on that gown. Nothing. 


To my surprise (or not, depending on how you look at it) he snatched a cup of vanilla ice cream from the food 
tray that had magically appeared during the shower, and ate a good part of it before we rolled through double 
glass automatic doors to a rather quaint courtyard, the same one I'd frequented several times during my 


stay, but until then had yet to actually see. 


It was beautiful, truly. A sizable, diamond-shaped sprawl of thick, green grass nestled between four different 
wings of the hospital, with pea gravel walkways strolling through lush, perfumed, flowered landscaping that led 
around a massive, four-tiered stone fountain centered in the middle of a small pond, coins glittering beneath 


the glossy surface, and multi-colored koi fish serenely meandering their way through the water. 


| decided to situate us beside the pond, as there was a bench on either side of it and | figured Duff would 
enjoy watching the fish in the glowing sunset. The place was completely deserted, and a cool, heavy breeze 
rustled through a few small pines that dotted the grassy areas. Combined with the gentle rustle of water and 
the unexpected amount of silence, it was quite tranquil. 


| tugged two smokes from my pack and gently perched one between his lips, granting him with his first hit of 
nicotine with a quick flick of my lighter. 


He gave me a feeble thanks through a massive smoke cloud, and the cigarette wobbled dangerously in his 


trembling fingers as he removed it from his mouth. He had a grip on it, though, and after another drag | saw 
the nicotine take effect, his shaky hands steadying the slightest bit, and his stiff, careful posture relaxing, the 


hand protectively on his belly moving to sit on the arm rest. 


We smoked in silence, Duff's eyes tracking the swimming koi, mine shifting from him to the fish, heavy and 


worried, trying not to show it and pondering what | could do to elevate his mood. 


| wondered if it was a moment | should stay quiet, like | should just take the opportunity to keep my damn 
mouth shut and enjoy the moment between us and let Duff savor his cigarette. 


Should | just endure the silence? It's not a bad one.. Pretty comfortable, actually, but he's still. He's just so down, 


so in himself. 
Should | say something? Make a joke? Try to make him smile? 
Leave it alone? Go for it? Fuck, what do | do? 


It was at that point the outdoor flood lights flared on to illuminate the courtyard for the quickly impending 
night. Duff instantly hissed like a vampire exposed to sunlight and shielded his face with his forearms, looking 


away from the piercing beams that cascaded from the nearby lamp posts. 


"Here." It was from sheer force of habit that | was equipped with my trusty pair of sunglasses, and boy, was | 
glad for it. | thought I'd had killer hangovers before, but Duff had to be enduring the fucking mother of all 


hangovers. 
| yanked the glasses from the collar of my shirt and passed them to him, and l'm not sure I've seen a pair of 
glasses slapped on faster. Well, when Axl got a written memo that he'd be sharing the stage with Elton John 


and couldn't believe it, yes, but this was a close second. 


Duff arranged the glasses on his face, sighing with grateful relief, "God, baby, you're a lifesaver. | can't take it. 


It's like.. Like a migraine, but worse." 
He lowered his head, massaging his temples with his fingertips and drawing a dejected sigh. 


It was at this point for some reason, for some fucking reason | decided to throw myself off the deep end and 
try for a giggle. 


| leaned over to rest my head against his arm and covered his hand affectionately with my own, softly, goofily 


singing, "Duff wears my sunglasses at night so he can, so he can.. Keep track of the visions in his eyes... 


| didn't get a guffaw, but | did get an amused nose puff and a silly grin. "Really? Really, baby? That song's so 
awful." 


"Made you smile, though, didn't it?" | beamed gently, squeezing his hand. 
Encouraged, | made a little more effort, wanting to perk him up a bit more. 
"Want me to draw a smiley face on my dick? That always makes you laugh." 


This time Duff did laugh, soft and careful with his hand cradling his stomach, but the sound was ringing and 


honest. 


He took a drag, smoke puffing with his words, "Like. Like that one time | was really anxious and you put googly 
eyes on the head of your dick to make me laugh. That was good. | liked that.” 


We chuckled together, the air lightening. Though the black tint of the glasses | could make out the sparkle in 


his eyes. 


| slid the hand above his beneath it, weaving our fingers together. "Sweetheart, if it would make you smile like 
you just did, I'll go hunt down a fuckin’ flat iron so we can straighten my hair and laugh at how funny | look. 


That's always a good one, too.” 


Duff's ensuing laugh managed to echo off the surrounding buildings, but it didn't seem to hurt him too much 
through the soothing arm against his abdomen. 


| had another moment where | couldn't remember the last time | heard him laugh like that, full-hearted and 


true. 


He unraveled our fingers, reaching over the tug a single, nearly-dry curl and watch it spring back, the look of 
contentment easily readable through his glasses and infirmities. 


"Nah, | don't think Saulina is necessary, but thanks," he grinned, the back of the fingers of a shaky hand soft 
and smooth on my cheek. "It's always such hell on your hair. Plus | like what the humidity does to it. Hs fuckin’ 
huge." 


"Ugh, tell me about it," | sighed, rolling my eyes with mock exasperation. "Give me pigtails and right now I'd look 
like one of those fuckin’ girl monchichis." 


Duff laughed once more, his head falling back and his hand lowering to tangle our fingers again 


"You know, we've never tried pigtails," he mused, his thumb brushing the back of my hand. "Don't think I'd like 


‘em on you, though. | know you wouldn't” 


"Nope, l'm afraid l'm a pretty simple man," | innocently shrugged. "Just down, a low ponytail, or the occasional 


Duff-got-bored-and-did-something-crazy-with-it looks for me. | gotta say you're a hell of a braider, though." 


The corner of his mouth twitched with a smirk "Well, when you got a thousand nieces you learn how to be 


good pretty quick." 


I's amazing how fast an easy, mutually amused silence can turn gloomy in less than a minute. Duffs storm 
cloud appeared again, and though he studied the fish he was far away, eyes cast in places unseen, in thoughts 


unknown, though | figured they had to be gnarled and dark 


When he dropped his cigarette butt to the beige pea gravel, pale like yellowed, faded bones in the early night, it 
was smoked to the filter and didn't even require being stomped, though | did anyway, tossing mine down 
alongside his. 


We both drew a sigh in tandem, Duffs dreary and dejected, mine tense and concerned as my gaze flitted 
about, from my feet, to my hands, to the fish, to his face, and back again, restless and timid, unsure of what 


to do. 


After a few minutes spent in silence, of weighing the pros and cons, seeing if he'd bring forth any conversation 
out of his drear, | decided to try again. Though we'd spoken about what had happened, | had avoided asking him 
how he felt, thinking itd save him some pain. Now | was curious. He was always away, and | honestly just 


wanted him to let me in, give me a glimpse of what was going through his mind. 


"Hey... | laid my hand on his arm, my voice hushed, almost feaful, afraid to rattle him without intending to. 


"What'cha thinkin’ ‘bout, baby? You know itll be okay, right? That you'll be okay?" 


His gaze elevated to mine, then dropped back to the fish, then to his lap, his lower lip pinched between his 
teeth as he pondered. 


"l. | guess so. I'm just.” He sighed, signaling for another cigarette, which | immediately gave him. 


"l'm just discouraged," he continued, a plumes of smoke falling from his lips. "I'm... I'm scared, you know. | don't 
know what to do. How to do it. Like, how am | gonna go on stage? How am | gonna unwind? What..." 


He paused, that dreary, lost visage clouding around him, his wrist circling, creating rising, swirling threads of 
smoke in the night air. 


"What am | gonna do without it? With..with my time? | know what'll happen if | don't stop, but." He finally 
looked at me, the utmost confusion and weariness in his gaze. "There's just a lot on my mind, baby. A lot of 


‘What-Ifs? and those are the worst. The ones I've always struggled with in secret. You know that." 
| nodded, being the silent ear | needed to be. 


"IFs like. ‘Oh, you can't have this anymore under the pain of death: And I.. Who the fuck am |? What am | 
gonna do now? What if | can't write, you know? What if | can't play? If | can't think or function without it? If 


people don't wanna be my friend anymore, or." 


He didn't look away so much as abruptly rip his eyes from me. His head damn near snapped the opposite way, 
and the rubbed the side of his face anxiously with his cigarette-laden hand, nearly scorching his hair in the 


process. 


If | didn't know better I'd say it was a nervous, itching junkie gesture, a twitch during a strong craving. Or even 


the opposite, a jumpy jerk, like a someone tweaked out of their mind. 
But it wasn't that. 

It was shame. And he was hiding from me. 

"Or.what?" | ventured, my tone still gentle. "What's up?" 


He reluctantly turned back my way, but not before crossing his arms in a hug over his chest, the thumb of 
the same hand with the cigarette restlessly scratching at his bicep. 


"N-nothing," he finally said, quickly tucking his smoke between his lips. "Nothing, you know." 


| studied him for several seconds, privy to his stiff posture, the nearly unnoticeable, well-controlled bounce of 


his foot, the small, tugs of tense fingers on the ends of his hair, and the way he wouldn't meet my gaze. 
"You. you know l'm not goin’ anywhere, right, Duff?" 

It was like | had hit him, he flinched so hard despite my near whisper. 

He started to shift away. A shaky intake of breath tried to hide a sniffle, but failed 

"Hey... No." | took his arm, gently trying to coax him to face me. "Hey, hey, no.. Look at me. Look at me.please?" 


He did, but it was the most reluctant return he'd ever given me. | didn't need to see his eyes to see just how 


sad, frightened, and ashamed he was. His body language, brows, and fiddling fingers told me all | needed to know. 


Before | could so much as open my mouth he turned away again, shoulders trembling with a renewed shake of 
his hands, harder than | knew his DTs were, so hard his cigarette nearly tumbled into the koi pond, rolling to a 
stop right on the edge of the stone wall. 


That didn't deter me, though. | stood right up and knelt before him, my palms flat on his thighs and my gaze 
upturned to him. | could feel the pain and desperation in my expression, the ache in my heart, and the tears 


beginning to sting my eyes because | knew. | knew exactly what he was thinking, and it terrified me as much as 


it did him. 


"/ am not going anywhere," | declared, slow and true, taking his hands in mine, urging him to look at me. "Do you 


hear? | love you, Duff, and I'm not goin’ anywhere, no matter what." 
He stifled a sob, eyes averted, lip trapped between his teeth. 


‘Im serious. Hey." | took the chance to carefully tug the sunglasses from his face, so he had no choice but to 


look at me, eyes wet and heavy with tears. 


"This," | said, taking a second to pull the bone and white gold band from my finger, holding it before my face as 
| blinked tears from my eyes, fighting to keep my composure. "I meant what | said the night you gave me this. 


Do you remember?" 
Duff nodded, fat, sorrowful tears rolling from the corner of his eyes, his face so strong for one so broken. 


"What'd | say? What'd | tell you?” | asked, soft and eager, coaxing. | replaced the ring, placing my palm flat to 
his chest, and felt his heart thrumming beneath it. "Forever, right?" 


He nodded again, swallowing through a lump in his throat so large it was audible, sniffling as his own palm met 


my chest, his fingers curling, rubbing, struggling for serenity through touch in his tumult. 
"And | meant it," | whispered, almost mournful, pleading. "I meant it then, and | mean it know. You know..." 


| had to pause, to quickly drag the back of my hand over my damp face, aware of how my words began to 
shake and my heart began to race. 


"You know how many times | looked down at this ring while we were apart?" | tapped it with the pad of my 
finger, then took his unsteady hands in mine, feeling my own tremble with emotion. "Every time | missed you. 
Every time | felt guilty. Every time | wondered how you were, wanted to tell you | loved you and.. And every 
time | feared the worst. Every time | just wanted you back, safe and sound. Every time | was scared. Every 
time | was lonely. Every time | talked to you, and wanted to talk to you, and went to bed with one of your 


shirts on the pillow beside me.." 


Duff was shaking all over, as was |, our mutual grief and fears overflowing, our selves made vulnerable and 


bare before each other. 


"l." His voice croaked morosely, and one hand temporarily left mine to rub the rings that hung from the thin 
silver chain around his neck. "M-me, too. And l.. I'm sorry, Slash, l.. | don't mean anything p-personal, you know, 


"I know you don't," my voice was hushed, almost feeble. "It's okay. To be honest, | would worry about the same 


thing if | was you. But you'd still be with me, wouldn't you?" 


He nodded, his thumb restlessly rubbing the top of my hand, an effort | knew was to calm himself. 


‘Of course | would. |, | love you, ya know? | just.” He heaved a massive, quivering sigh, shaking his head and 
taking a glance around the courtyard before looking back at me, shiny, wet, tear streaks glossy on his face. 
"IFs just.. Everything's changing. Everything has to change. And l'm." 


"Not everything." My brows furrowed with the gentle squeeze | gave him. "This doesn't have to, does it?" 


To my surprise he gave a tiny smile and a small, breathy laugh, momentarily glancing to our joined hands. "N- 


No. 


"And it's not," | smiled back, my tears slowing. | drew a deep inhale, steadying myself, wiping my face on the 
sleeve of my shirt so | didn't have to drop his hands before | squeezed them, my relaxing smile still on my 
lips, "You know, sweetheart.. We're gonna fight, you know? We're gonna butt heads and shit's gonna hit the fan 
That's just part of life. We're gonna have shitty times and good times, but even with all the crazy shit that's 
happened, that's been going on, we've still had a lot of good times, right?" 


"Y-yeah," he managed a tired chuckle, temporarily releasing my hands to swipe the dampness from his face 
with the back of his own. He sighed, lethargically shaking his head to gather himself, the distinct hospital 
weariness I'd come to know showing in his expression "And | know, ya know, rationally that things are gonna be 


alright. They have no choice but to be, even if they're not.ideal. | don't think you'd..you know..but it's." 


‘Its a real fear," | said, brows knit in understanding. "| hear you. And its only natural considering the 
circumstances. | don't blame you. But I'm right here," | gave his hands a determined little shake, my voice 
genuine, “and | ain't goin’ anywhere, you hear? I'm afraid good, bad, and ugly you're pretty fuckin’ stuck with 


me. 


Duff cracked another smile, another soft, weary chuckle. "You sure ‘bout that? Sure you're not afraid of bein’ 
stuck with my pain in the ass?" 


"Yeah, but you're my pain in the ass," | grinned, shuffling nearer to him, unaware until now of the tiny, 
unforgiving pebbles biting into my knees. | stretched upwards, nearing his face as closely as | could, but unable 


to get further than about a foot from him, dotingly purring, "And that's the way | love you." 


Before | could even think another word, he leaned forward with a throaty, happy chuckle, and his lips met me, 
soft, and delicate, and smiling. 


My ears buzzed. My skin tingled. My breath was gone, but | was alive with a fire such as | hadn't felt in too, 


too long. 
Trembling hands stilled slightly upon cupping my face, and one more, two more, three more gentle kisses, so 
light, so heavy with meaning in the night made me shiver, made me grin, made me laugh with a muted 


giddiness, my cheeks warm, my spine tingly, my heart overjoyed. 


‘| love you, Slash." Thumbs caressed my face. A nose brushed mine. Whispered breath was tepid on my skin 


"So much. Thank you." 


| swallowed, dazed, and beamed brightly. | couldn't breathe. | felt like an idiot, a merry, perfectly blissful idiot, 
looking into those soft green eyes that sparkled in the lamp post lights, my heart fluttering like a manic 
butterfly. 


"You know," Duff chuckled, studying my face with a tender gaze, "it'll be ten years three years from now, and 


you're still so cute when you're blown away." 


“Shut up," | mumbled good-naturedly, my face hot as | glanced sheepishly away, unable to conquer my massive 


grin. 


"Never" he sweetly proclaimed, and this time he giggled against my tiny kissing assault, silenced by several 
quick, yet tender pecks, the final one lingering, leaving him a grinning, goofy dork like | had been 


"Now who looks like a boy who just got his first kiss?" | teased the second | saw him damn near swoon, sitting 
back in his chair and giggling like a kid. "You pick on me but you're just as bad." 


"Nah, that's just the tiredness showin. Delirium, ya know." It was like he automatically yawned to prove his 
point, but | knew better since I'd been around him for his waking moments. Despite his show of exhaustion he 


still smiled, sleepily rubbing the side of his face. 


He took on a serious expression, the air still light as he took my hand, his thumb ponderously prodding the ring 
upon it. "But, you know, for real. | do love you. You don't know how much it means to me, your bein’ here, 
baby. |.. | didn't expect it. | thought | was dead, you know? Maybe dreamin’. | guess if | was, it was a dream 
come true, ‘cause you were finally with me. And even with..even with all the pain, all the.-the fucked up shit, 
you never shirked. You never once let me have it like you prolly should've. You've just been here and taken 
care of me. Done more for me than | ever, ever could've asked. And |, I--" he stuttered with a yawn, shivering 
all over, and shaking his head before continuing with a soft smile, "lm really, truly grateful. | don't know how | 


can ever repay you." 


"Get well," | replied, chuckling quietly with his next massive yawn, though my words were quite serious. "Just 
take care of yourself. Let me know if you need help, and get well. Come home, be My Duff and let me be Your 
Slash, and go from there. Whatcha say?" 


The contentment on Duff's face was beautiful. Absolutely beautiful. 


He nodded, reaching out and encompassing me in one of his bear hugs I'd missed so much, so strong, and 


warm, and loving, kissing my cheek and squeezing me. 


We each had another cigarette before we retired inside, both of us squeezed on the bed, Duff's head on my 
chest and my arm around him while my other hand held a book, a well-worn novel | kept on the top shelf of 
the bookcase at home, right near a tattered old journal that, amazingly, still got plenty of use. 


| stretched my legs, groaning as | smoothed the pages of The Vampire Lestat and ignored the nags of my brain 
that urged to return to LA, to Axl, and Paul Huge, and arguments waiting to be settled. | was quietly glad | 
didn't have the correlating novel to the movie for which we were recording "Sympathy for the Devil" Duff and 
| had read it a hundred times, anyway, and I'd already seen the movie and thought it a travesty upon the 


original work. 


“All the stories | have told you are finally as useless as all ancient knowledge is to man and to us," | read 
aloud, stroking the soft, brown hair of the head that rested upon me, aware of his breaths changing, 


deepening, slowing. 


Duff twitched slightly against me, fingers making their way up to scratch hastily at his nose before falling 
limply on my waist, his lips parting as his body fully relaxed. 


| glanced down and smiled, knowing we'd soon be back home, back where we belonged. 


“Its images and its poetry can be beautiful; it can make us shiver with the recognition of things we have 


always suspected or felt." 


Tiny, hushed, snoring inhales and long, breathy exhales. Lines of IVs snaking around me, but it didn't matter. Not 


in my contentment. 


“It can draw us back to times when the earth was new to man, and wondrous. But always we come back to 
the way the earth is now." 


| wedged a cheap, brown, folded bathroom napkin between the pages, and shut the book, nestling down in the 
bed, snuggling the pillow comfortably beneath my head, my minute motions not bothering Duff in the slightest, 
not even when | pivoted to place it on the rolling table beside us or when | brushed a stray strand of hair 


from his cheek. 


It was still really early for me to fall asleep, but | found myself listing dangerously close to the edge, even at a 


time as shameful as ten o'clock at night for one such as me. 
| was so warm, though. So happy with Duff in my arms, even with his little drool spot soaking into my shirt. 


The monotonous, stressful heart monitor was no more. The silence wasn't so loud. It was peaceful and serene, 


not consuming and ominous. 
Lying with Duff | wasn't bombarded with unfamiliar, threatening hospital scents, scalding bleach and insulin 
filling my nostrils. I was familiar, comforting, the scent | knew and missed gradually returning to the one | 


loved, the chemical bite leaving him, the soft pine and sea reemerging to eliminate the bitterness. 


Food had flavor. Life had joy and meaning, even in its sour or trying moments. 


| knew the road would be long. | knew it would be arduous, even treacherous, but for the first time in time 
immortal for ones such as us, the gentle rub of a palm upon my sternum and a mumbled, sober yet sleep 


drunk, "I love you, Slash," signaled a new beginning, a new era, a new Duff, and even a new me. 


A new adventure for us, | thought to myself, my eyes heavy, my brain numbing, my hand once stroking soft, 


auburn hair slowing, coming to a stop, visions and sounds beginning to dance within my mind. / wonder what it 


will’ bring.. 


